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Succession planning is used to identify potential leadership vacancies, develop new 
leaders, and provide systems for knowledge transfer to ensure optimal functioning of the 
organization during leadership changes. Leaders in higher education have been reluctant 
to develop and implement succession planning. The local problem is that higher 
education leadership in a Western state has experienced aging leadership and a lack of 
succession planning. The purpose of this qualitative multiple case study was to examine 
the use of succession planning in 5 state universities in a Western U.S. state and to 
explore the leaders’ perceptions and experiences in the implementation of that planning 
using dynamic leadership succession theory and transformational leadership theory as the 
conceptual framework. The research questions focused on whether and how succession 
planning was occurring, in addition to leaders’ perceptions regarding the implementation 
and value of succession planning. Purposive sampling was used to recruit 2 dean-level or 
higher-level leaders at each of the 5 institutions. Data were collected from 10 
semistructured interviews with leaders and document reviews of strategic plans and 
policies from the universities. Data were organized and coded in a case analysis and 
cross-case analysis. Results indicated no formal succession planning was occurring, 
although leaders were using parts of the process. Leaders reported barriers and successes 
to succession planning, which were used to develop a white paper to provide guidance for 
institutions of higher education to improve succession planning and leadership transitions 
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Section 1: The Problem 
The Local Problem 
Change is inevitable, and changes in leadership will happen regardless of the type 
of organization. Succession planning is a process of forecasting future leadership needs 
followed by a plan for retention and development of employees to ensure the business 
functions at the highest possible level during times of transition (Davis, 2017). 
Succession planning is an essential process to help an organization flourish during 
leadership transitions, but over 70% of nonprofit organizations do not use this process 
(McKee & Froelich, 2016). This represents a significant gap in practice. 
The local problem is that higher education leadership in a Western U.S. state has 
experienced aging leadership and a lack of succession planning. Four of the five 
universities selected in the Western U.S. state had experienced or were experiencing 
presidential turnover at the time of this study. An illustration of this problem occurred 
during a conversation with a dean (personal communication, January 19, 2016) regarding 
the lack of succession planning and leadership development. The dean talked about 
reaching retirement age and how most of the other leaders on campus were also 
approaching retirement. The dean expressed concern about who would replace current 
leaders and how the loss of leadership would affect the university. To underscore the 
dean’s concerns, four of eight higher education institutions in Utah had presidents resign 
in 2017 and 2018 (Cortez, 2017, 2018; DeVilbiss, 2017). Advertised vacancies of one 
president in Idaho, one chief academic officer in California, one associate vice president 




illustrated the point (Tucker, 2017, 2018). These vacancies in the Western states and the 
dean’s concern demonstrated the high level of turnover in critical roles in leadership 
throughout Western states. The lack of succession planning with so many turnovers 
caused many current leaders, such as Deneece Huftalin, president of Salt Lake 
Community College, to express concern about the loss of institutional history as baby 
boomers retire (“Utah Millennials,” 2015). 
When aging leaders retire or die, those institutions suffer a negative impact 
because successors have not been prepared with the skills, institutional history, and 
knowledge to lead well (Koester & Martinez, 2016). Leaders at the American Association 
of State Colleges and Universities (as cited in Koester & Martinez, 2016) stated that it 
was important to review current succession planning and leadership development 
programs to make improvements. The lack of succession planning in higher education, 
combined with the baby boomer population preparing to retire, has created a crisis of 
leadership in higher education (Ishak & Kamil, 2016; McNair, 2015). The problems 
related to succession planning have often been rooted in a lack of understanding about 
how succession planning can work in the academic setting and what succession planning 
entails (Klein & Salk, 2013). McKee and Froelich (2016) recommended further studies to 
identify the barriers to implementing succession planning in nonprofit organizations such 
as state universities. 
Rationale 
Describing how succession planning is currently being done, combined with 




weaknesses of succession planning in higher education institutions and opportunities to 
make improvements. The dean at a local state university (personal communication, 
January 19, 2016) expressed concern about the advancing age of the leaders in the 
institution and wondered who would replace those leaders, indicating the lack of 
succession planning. Keller (2018) recommended research to discover why higher 
education institutions are not engaging in succession planning and what barriers 
institutions face. The purpose of this study was to examine the use of succession planning 
within five state universities in a Western U.S. state and explore the leaders’ perceptions 
and experiences in the implementation of that planning. 
Definition of Terms 
Coaching: A method for helping employees learn and improve through immediate 
or timely constructive feedback from leaders in a less formal setting (Rothwell, 2010). 
Forecasting: Predicting employees who will be leaving due to foreseeable events 
(Peters-Hawkins, Reed, & Kingsberry, 2018). 
Institutional knowledge: Knowledge obtained by being part of the organization 
over time that is unique to the institution’s culture, history, and operations. Candidates 
with institutional knowledge save an institution time and money (Timms, 2016b). 
Knowledge management: The retention of knowledge necessary to organize, 
manage, and run an institution or business. This is accomplished through documentation, 
communication, generation, and utilization of knowledge with documentation and 




Leadership development: Training in leadership skills and knowledge through 
classes or programs either within the institution or externally. Training can be part of a 
degree program, certificate, or continuing education course (Rothwell, 2010). 
Mentoring: Formal or informal advice and training to the mentee as needed 
(Rothwell, 2010). 
Strategic planning: A process of evaluating the opportunities, threats, strengths, 
and weaknesses of the business and deciding on goals that will generate the most success 
(Rothwell, 2010). This planning is best done in conjunction with succession planning to 
ensure that key leadership positions are available to execute the strategic plan (Rothwell, 
2010; Russell & Sabina, 2014). 
Succession planning: A process of anticipating or forecasting future personnel 
needs while implementing development programs to retain current employees to fill key 
positions in the future without losing institutional knowledge or history to ensure optimal 
functioning of the institution (Darvish & Temelie, 2014; Rothwell, 2010). 
Sustainment: Retaining current employees through mentoring, coaching, and 
leadership development (Peters-Hawkins et al., 2018). 
Significance of the Study 
Competition for students and funding among higher education institutions is 
intense and requires strong leadership. There is a lack of understanding about why higher 
education institutions are not implementing succession planning when researchers have 
indicated that this planning has a positive impact on business continuity during leadership 




universities in one Western U.S. state view succession planning to provide direction on 
how to better implement succession planning. 
Succession planning influences students during times of transition. Leaders are 
second only to faculty in their effect on students (Day, Gu, & Sammons, 2016). A 
successful leadership transition benefits students, staff, and faculty (Hewitt, Davis, & 
Lashley, 2014; Pellegrino, Snyder, Crutchfield, Curtis, & Pringle, 2015). When leaders 
leave an organization without adequate planning, the loss of institutional knowledge and 
history negatively affects faculty morale and diminishes the overall performance of the 
institution (Ishak & Kamil, 2016), thereby creating a negative impact on the students 
(Morrin, 2013). Healthy and successful succession planning works to avoid these pitfalls. 
Effective succession planning also incorporates mentoring and leadership development 
that benefits employees by giving individuals a chance to learn and grow (Ishak & Kamil, 
2016; Rothwell, 2010). Providing information that could improve succession planning 
within the state could benefit faculty and students on several levels leading to positive 
social change. 
Research Questions 
The local problem is that higher education leadership in a Western U.S. state has 
experienced an aging leadership and a lack of succession planning. The purpose of this 
study was to examine the use of succession planning within five state universities in a 
Western U.S. state and explore the leaders’ perceptions and experiences in the 





1. In what ways were state universities in a Western U.S. state using succession 
planning?  
2. How did higher education leaders in those universities perceive the process of 
implementing succession planning? 
3. What did higher education leaders believe is the value of succession planning? 
Review of the Literature 
Conceptual Framework 
The conceptual framework for this study was developed from examining the 
process of succession planning outlined by Rothwell (2010) and using the dynamic 
leadership succession theory and transformational leadership theory to support the 
process of succession planning and provide the lens for data collection and analysis in 
this study (see Figure 1). Succession planning is not a single action but rather a process. 
Rothwell (2010) defined succession planning as a program that employs “a deliberate and 
systematic effort by an organization to ensure leadership continuity in key positions, 
retain and develop intellectual and knowledge capital for the future, and encourage 
individual advancement” (p. 6). A conceptual or framework is composed of theories, 
ideas, or beliefs that provide the underpinning for a qualitative study and draws from 
different areas to help guide the collection, analysis, and interpretation of the data 





Figure 1. Conceptual framework.  
Transformational leadership theory works well with succession planning because 
of the focus on the development and retention of employees. Ahmad, Mohamed, and 
Manaf (2017) found that a transformational leadership style had a positive impact on 
successful succession planning. Furthermore, Winkler and Wagner (2018) found that 
knowledge management, an important concept in succession planning, was an integral 
part of transformational leadership. Additionally, Tichy (2014) used transformational 
leadership as the underpinning of his textbook on succession planning. 
There are many leadership styles, but the one that is most effective in relation to 
leadership development and succession planning is transformational leadership. 
Transformational leadership is a style of leadership in which leaders inspire their 




(Bass, 1997). Four different characteristics compose the transformational leader: 
charisma, inspiration, intellectual stimulation, and individualized consideration (Bass, 
1990). The charismatic leader can create an environment in which employees want to 
achieve more and have confidence in their leader by the leader using influence (Bass, 
1990). The inspirational leader helps employees understand the institution’s vision while 
setting high standards for performance that employees willingly strive to achieve (Bass, 
1990; Winkler & Wagner, 2018). Intellectual stimulation encourages innovation and 
creative problem-solving (Bass, 1990). Lastly, individualized consideration offers 
employees the opportunity to develop their skills through thoughtful mentoring by a 
leader who recognizes their unique qualities (Bass, 1990). With these traits, 
transformational leadership improves job satisfaction and, in turn, has a positive impact 
on retention (Bayram & Dinc, 2015), which is essential to successful succession 
planning. 
The other theory used in the conceptual framework was the dynamic leadership 
succession theory, which contains the fundamental concepts of succession planning. The 
dynamic leadership succession theory outlines the importance of forecasting needs 
regarding leadership positions, addresses the importance of sustainability through 
creating a culture of leadership development and mentoring, and includes details for 
implementing succession planning where transition plans are needed (Peters, 2011; 
Peters-Hawkins et al., 2018). Both the transformational leadership theory and the 
dynamic leadership succession theory emphasize the importance of leadership 




the definition and process of succession planning, and in the current study they provided 
the conceptual framework to guide data collection and interpretation. Although there was 
very little research supporting the dynamic leadership succession theory at the time of 
this study, each article on succession planning fit into the categories of forecasting, 
sustaining, and planning for the literature review with the transformational leadership 
theory supporting the retention and sustainment of employees. 
Review of the Broader Problem 
Authors in business literature recognize succession planning as necessary for all 
types of businesses, including education. Mahler and Wrightnour (1973) stressed the 
importance of forecasting, coaching, and professional development to retain current 
employees, combined with planning to strengthen the business and prevent gaps in 
leadership. The term leadership succession has also been used, but the focus has 
remained the same, and succession planning is still an issue in business (Mahler & 
Wrightnour, 1973). Despite the longevity of the problem, most information comes from 
business literature due to a lack of research on the topic in higher education. 
The Walden Library was the primary source for the literature review. The 
databases searched were Sage, ERIC (Educational Resources Information Center), 
ProQuest, Business Source Complete, Emerald Management, Education Source, ABBI, 
Taylor and Francis, Gale Academic OneFile Select, and Ebscohost. Google Scholar was 
reviewed weekly with a request for notification on all recent articles on chosen search 
terms, and a review of those references occasionally provided further materials. The 




planning, leadership development, knowledge management, transformational leadership, 
dynamic leadership, succession management, institutional knowledge, institutional 
history, change strategies, hiring, policy, personnel processes, strategic planning, 
postsecondary education, personnel practices, and workforce planning.  
Forecasting. When planning a trip, individuals think through the anticipated 
activities, destinations, and weather to make sure to pack the right clothing and 
equipment to make the most of the trip and to provide the most enjoyment. Forecasting 
for succession planning is similar and is a task best accomplished in conjunction with a 
strategic plan (Russell & Sabina, 2014). Leaders ask common questions in the strategic 
planning process, including whether they have the right people, equipment, and resources 
to meet their goals, and whether an employee in a crucial position is planning to leave. 
Accrediting bodies mandate strategic planning because this process provides direction, 
improves competitiveness, and helps to ensure overall survival (Timms, 2016b). 
Succession planning, on the other hand, is focused on the people needed to implement 
and achieve the strategic plan (Schepker, Kim, Patel, Thatcher, & Campion, 2017; 
Timms, 2016a). Businesses employ succession planning as part of the strategic planning 
process to ensure that institutional knowledge and history are not lost when a leader 
leaves the company (Newhall, 2015). It is important to implement succession planning 
before a leadership crisis (Calareso, 2013). 
Good leaders are a commodity that can be hard to find, and developing quality 
leaders is of concern to every business, including academia (Fleuriet & Williams, 2015). 




beginning to retire, creating a leadership void (DeZure, Shaw, & Rojewski, 2014; Eddy, 
2013; Lewis, 2013). Smith (2016) noted that there has been an increase in turnover and 
retirements, with fewer qualified applicants for community college presidency positions, 
and that 75% of community college presidents and senior administrators interviewed 
stated that they were planning to retire within the next 10 years. Furthermore, according 
to the American Council on Education (2017), 58% of college and university presidents 
are over 60 years old. Whether leaders retire or leave for other reasons, prevention of the 
loss of tacit organizational knowledge and institutional history is the goal of effective 
succession planning (Acree-Hamann, 2016; Lewis, 2013).  
Higher education management has become complicated as universities and 
colleges have grown in size and must contend with difficult legal and political issues 
(Fleuriet & Williams, 2015; Gigliotti & Ruben, 2017; Tekniepe, 2014). Due to the 
increasing complexity of higher education, finding skilled leaders who understand the 
responsibilities and culture of an organization is difficult (Gigliotti & Ruben, 2017). 
Because of the increased complexity and difficulty finding knowledgeable leaders, the 
idea of succession planning with leadership development in academia is becoming more 
widely accepted (Allcorn, Stein, & Duncan, 2018; Eddy, 2013; Gigliotti & Ruben, 2017). 
The time seems appropriate for the promotion of succession planning in higher education. 
The age of current leaders is an issue in higher education. Baby boomers hold 
most of the current academic leadership positions, and the increasing numbers of 
retirements is creating a more significant problem than in previous eras. In a study that 




impending leadership crisis in higher education and observed that 10 out of 11 academic 
leaders in the study did not have a long-term comprehensive succession plan, much less 
one tied to a university-wide strategic plan. Similarly, McNair (2015) and Timms (2016b) 
warned of the imminent crisis in leadership as people retire. Higher education institutions 
must have a succession plan that forecasts who is planning to retire or leave, and must 
have other employees prepared with the institutional knowledge to fill those slots 
(Boerner, 2015; Ngcamu, 2019).  
Sustaining. The retention of employees is vital to any business, and a shortage of 
well-qualified applicants is the most relevant and critical issue in succession and 
leadership sustainability (Richards, 2016). Eddy (2013) suggested that in community 
colleges, 50% of presidents promoted were from within their respective institutions. 
Similarly, Tekniepe (2014) discovered that 78.9% of new community college presidents 
were from within the institution. Moreover, Capuano (2013) found that when succession 
planning became a priority with full engagement by all levels of leadership, internal hires 
increased by as much as 70% and leadership turnover decreased by 48% over 3 years.  
Similarly, Ferris, Jayaraman, and Lim (2015) found that CEOs in business had a 
longer tenure and fewer forced turnovers when hired internally. Another benefit of hiring 
internal candidates is the reduction of the time required for an employee to become 
trained and familiar with the new role, as the internal candidate comes with institutional 
knowledge (Timms, 2016a). Retaining good employees and decreasing turnover is vital 





The issues related to the increasing complexity of succession planning have led to 
disagreement about whether institutions should develop leaders internally or recruit them 
externally. External hires do not preclude succession planning, although this does seem to 
be the belief in higher education due to part of the process of succession planning being 
internal leadership development (Cavanaugh, 2017). Cavanaugh (2017) noted that U.S. 
higher education leaders are more likely to hire senior leaders from external sources than 
are non-U.S. higher education institutions, which could reflect differences in legal 
requirements or governance structures. When hiring a new employee or leader, leaders 
should recruit the best candidate. Some believe recruitment should be national to get the 
best candidate, and that candidates from outside academia should be considered (Ruben 
& Gigliotti, 2017). Researchers have provided support for this idea by demonstrating that 
having multiple candidates, internal and external, increases the chances of hiring the best 
candidate (Schepker, Nyberg, Ulrich, & Wright, 2018). Furthermore, Ruben and Gigliotti 
(2017) discovered that the expectations of a university president are not unlike those of a 
business leader and that business leaders may be better prepared to lead a university than 
those from educational backgrounds. This idea of a business leader as a university 
president runs contrary to the belief that higher education is different from business and 
requires leaders with a background in education (Ruben & Gigliotti, 2017).  
It is imperative to consider compliance with federal mandates and efforts to 
increase diversity in institutional faculty, staff, and leadership. Federal mandates require 
that positions be open to all qualified applicants and that the advertising, interviewing, 




institution to screen the largest number of diverse and qualified applicants (Walesby, 
2013). It is common practice for higher education institutions in the United States to have 
open searches, especially for faculty and leadership positions (Cavanaugh, 2017). It is 
reasonable to assume that an institution that lacks diversity will not increase diversity 
from hiring internally. To increase diversity, a succession plan developed with the input 
of minority employees will help provide insight into ways to improve inclusivity at all 
levels and provide multiple development opportunities for all employees (Kumaran, 
2015). 
Furthermore, an organization that welcomes diverse perspectives should consider 
qualified external candidates as a method for increasing diversity (Krell, 2015). 
Succession planning with robust and inclusive mentoring and development opportunities 
provides a means for retaining that diversity and assisting individuals in advancing within 
the institution (Kumaran, 2015). Increasing diversity and creating an inclusive 
environment requires many approaches and interventions on multiple levels within the 
institution to be part of the succession planning process. 
Many still believe that retaining talent and hiring from within is the best choice 
and is common in community colleges. Hiring a leader from outside the company can 
create a loss of institutional knowledge, and if an incoming leader’s values and vision do 
not align with the those of the institution, the result can be detrimental to the functioning 
of the institution (Capuano, 2013; Desai, Lockett, & Paton, 2016; Lewis, 2013; Timms, 
2016b). Higher education presidents hired from outside the institution have a greater rate 




(Cavanaugh, 2017). Involuntary presidential turnover is more likely now than ever 
before, which may be indicative of the increased complexity of the role (Harris & Ellis, 
2018).  
Another potential pitfall occurs when institutions set up formal leadership 
development programs and prepare internal candidates for promotion but then hire 
external candidates. Turnover rates may increase as these employees leave for leadership 
opportunities elsewhere (Cavanaugh, 2017). Turnover is expensive when considering 
advertising, hiring, and training new leaders, and that price is compounded by the loss of 
institutional knowledge and disruption to the institution (Schepker et al., 2017; Timms, 
2016b). Hiring the best candidate for the position without regard to whether the candidate 
is internal or external is essential. 
Another advantage of succession planning with leadership development and 
mentoring opportunities is that many employees may not have considered leadership 
roles. Consideration of a leadership role may be particularly significant for minority 
employees who have not received the same type of mentoring or role modeling as other 
employees. Thus, they may be less adept at self-promotion and advocating for themselves 
(Kumaran, 2015). Studies show that most leaders in higher education did not aspire to 
management but discovered leadership through mentoring or other opportunities (DeZure 
et al., 2014; Eddy, 2013). Mentoring programs are a way to transfer institutional 
knowledge and to build a strong pool of future leaders for the institution (Kutchner & 




In higher education, it is vital to make leadership development programs available 
formally to all employees (Cavanaugh, 2017). Combining formal and informal processes 
for identifying leaders and encouraging leadership development makes a difference in 
how people view themselves and makes them more likely to consider a leadership role 
(Ahmad et al., 2017; McNair, 2015). These reasons highlight the importance of a solid 
succession plan with leadership development and mentoring to enhance the skills of all 
potential leaders in the organization (Ahmad et al., 2017; Eddy, 2013). A solid succession 
plan with leadership development will allow internal candidates to discover and develop 
their abilities to become the best candidates for future positions within the institution.  
Planning. Planning is a vital piece of the succession planning process. Succession 
planning is a process that assists in the retention of strong employees and “is perhaps best 
understood as any effort designed to ensure the continued effective performance of an 
organization, division, department, or work group by providing for the development, 
replacement, and strategic application of key people over time” (Rothwell, 2010, p. 6). 
Succession planning involves focused planning to develop leadership capacity from 
within by creating a strategic plan, identifying the needed skills, implementing coaching 
and mentoring programs, identifying critical roles, and ensuring adequate resources and 
support (Kumaran, 2015; VanVactor, 2015). Although much of the literature focuses on 
the presidential position, all critical positions such as deans, provosts, vice presidents, and 
board members must be included in the succession plan (Calareso, 2013). Succession 
planning requires a multilayered process that provides for leadership development, 




2013). Succession planning and strategic planning are valid only when the stakeholders 
help develop the plan then routinely review and evaluate it for progress (Tichy, 2014). 
Many people are often aware of best practices but choose not to implement them 
due to a lack of understanding, expense, or an unwillingness to change what they are 
already doing. In the literature there is recognition of succession planning as a best 
practice. Still, higher education leaders have been slow to implement this process because 
education is a different kind of business (Denna, 2014). Ishak and Kamil (2016) 
identified succession planning as one of the most pressing issues facing higher education, 
but they noted a limited use of succession planning. Higher education has been resistant 
to succession planning, resulting in a lack of formal education programs to develop 
administrative education leaders and creating a negative effect on sustainment and 
retention of aspiring leaders (Gigliotti & Ruben, 2017; Patton, 2013). Succession 
planning systems are tools to develop and manage talent within the organization (Barnett 
& Davis, 2008) and to promote the success of the institution. However, Wallin (2017) 
argued that the essential element in effective succession planning is hiring the right 
person, which increases the long-term retention of employees. Succession planning, like 
strategic planning, must forecast future needs, involve all stakeholders, identify inherent 
strengths (leaders), identify potential weaknesses or gaps, and provide follow-up (Bugg, 
2016; Davis, 2017; Fleuriet & Williams, 2015).  
Succession planning must be adapted to fit the culture of the organization. Timms 
(2016b) equated succession planning to construction. The materials required to build a 




skyscraper. Higher education is a business, but it is different from other types of 
companies and requires a unique approach to succession planning (Patton, 2013; 
Richards, 2016). Implementing succession planning in a way that works for higher 
education is important in higher education. Some business leaders provide mentoring and 
leadership development to select employees in anticipation of replacing leaders in select 
positions, but higher education leaders and faculty view that as favoritism (Patton, 2013). 
Providing leadership development opportunities for anyone interested is one method to 
resolve the issue of perceived bias and ensure fairness for all employees (Cavanaugh, 
2017). It is interesting to note that McKee and Froelich (2016) found in their research that 
(a) succession planning is unsuccessful when organizations identify an heir apparent, and 
(b) the more development afforded to all employees with clear communication of 
opportunities, the more successful the process. Hargreaves and Fink (2003), pioneers in 
research on succession planning in education, have long maintained the importance of 
providing leadership development as part of succession planning to develop distributed 
leadership that will sustain improvement and leadership continuity. 
Another aspect of the organizational culture to consider in succession planning is 
whether the working environment is supportive, respectful, inclusive, and a place that 
people want to work. If the overall atmosphere of an institution is hostile or isolating, 
then employees will leave feeling disillusioned (Walesby, 2013). A hostile work 
environment defeats the purpose of succession planning by disrupting retention, creating 
an unnecessary expense, and causing upheaval (Walesby, 2013). Hosseini, Pourkiyani, 




conversely, succession planning can positively influence culture through increased job 
satisfaction. Proper succession planning improves the culture of an organization by 
helping employees to feel valued through individual career development plans, providing 
opportunities for learning and growth, and focusing on retention of employees 
(Chaturvedi, 2016; Kumaran, 2015). Creating a culture in which people want to stay and 
contribute is an integral part of the retention piece of the succession planning process. 
The literature available on succession planning is modest, but authors stress the 
importance of succession planning to promote the development and retention of 
employees to ensure continuity of business. Actual research on succession planning in 
higher education is limited (Klein & Salk, 2013; Luna, 2012; Richards, 2016), with much 
of the research coming from the library or K-12 settings. Furthermore, the majority of 
research in higher education on succession planning is qualitative and therefore, is 
limited in scope. There is much opportunity for research on succession planning to add to 
the knowledge base. 
Implications 
The information provided in the literature makes clear the importance of 
succession planning and of the need to have it as part of strategic planning. The ways that 
leaders in an institution may develop and implement a plan are dependent on the culture 
and how the leadership understands succession planning in that institution. There are 
different ways to identify and to develop potential leaders and opportunities for internal 
leadership development, which, combined with external searches, will provide the best 




succession planning and the need to understand why institutions are not using succession 
planning (McKee & Froelich, 2016; Richards, 2016; Stone & Major, 2014).  
The results of the research provided information I used to outline how leaders in 
state universities in one Western U.S. state perceive and conduct succession planning. 
The interviews provided data that illuminated what was working and not working related 
to the implementation of succession planning as well as providing ideas and best 
practices for implementing succession planning in other organizations. I used the findings 
of this research to create a white paper where I outlined plans how to make succession 
planning more comfortable as a part of strategic planning when implemented in higher 
education. Capuano (2013) noted that articles on succession planning educate about what 
succession planning is but do not provide instructions on how to apply the process. 
Summary 
The previous section identified the local problem of higher education leadership 
in a Western U.S. state experiencing an aging leadership and a lack of succession 
planning. Four of the five universities selected in the Western state of this study 
experienced presidential turnover just prior to the study. The research questions directly 
addressed the purpose of examining the use of succession planning within five state 
universities in a Western U.S. state and of exploring the leaders’ perceptions and 
experiences in the implementation of that planning. The literature review findings 
illustrated the lack of research on succession planning in higher education. What 
information was available indicated that succession planning was only sporadically 




effective succession planning requires formalization and should be part of the strategic 
planning process. Reasons for this lack of succession planning ranged from oversight to a 
lack of knowledge and understanding of how to make it happen. In the next section, I 
outlined the methodology used to provide an understanding of how to research the 
problem of a lack of succession planning in five universities in one Western U.S. state to 
answer the research questions and to provide insight into how to help higher education 




Section 2: The Methodology 
Research Design and Approach 
The methodology of this project study was qualitative. The examination of 
perceptions, feelings, and experiences is the domain of qualitative studies and reflects a 
constructivist perspective, meaning that the perspective and experience of the individual 
is the basis of reality (Burkholder, Cox, & Crawford, 2016). Quantitative researchers 
examine numerical data. In the current study, I did not quantify the variables because the 
goal was to gain an understanding of the underlying rationale for lack of succession 
planning in higher education and to obtain guidance for implementing succession 
planning. Before beginning any research, it is imperative to apply for institutional review 
board approval. I received approval from Walden University to conduct a qualitative 
multiple case study in December 2018 with an approval number of 12-21-18-0619980. 
I used a multiple case study design to enable the examination of multiple 
universities. Researchers conduct case studies to explore, explain, describe, and examine 
current events in context (Yin, 2014). Case studies are versatile, and researchers can 
examine different variables, but data triangulation requires the collection of different 
sources of information (Yin, 2014). A multiple case study is a variation of the case study 
method in which the researcher examines more than one case and formulates conclusions 
using data from all of the cases (Yin, 2014). The researcher determines the case, which 
may be an individual faculty member (Sinha & Hanuscin, 2017), an organization, or a 
school district (Parylo & Zepeda, 2015). This study was an exploratory multiple case 




planning occurred across five different state universities. Using five universities provided 
the opportunity to obtain a large amount of information for increased generalizability of 
findings.  
In qualitative studies, researchers use case study, ethnographic, 
phenomenological, narrative, or grounded theory designs. In ethnography, the researcher 
examines the behavior of a cultural group over a period of time (Burkholder et al., 2016), 
an approach that was not appropriate for this study. Researchers use phenomenology to 
describe the commonalities in experience from multiple individuals related to a distinct 
phenomenon, and use the narrative design to tell an individual’s story relative to a 
particular event or phenomenon (Burkholder et al., 2016). Neither design was appropriate 
for this study. The grounded theory design is used for the development of a new theory, 
which was not the purpose of this study.  
Participants 
Criteria  
It is crucial to select participants who can provide information that will answer the 
research questions. With that in mind, I chose participants who were leaders at a dean 
level or higher by using purposive sampling. Purposive sampling, also known as 
judgmental sampling, is useful when it is necessary to select subjects based on the 
knowledge that the subject has (Babbie, 2017). Leaders in the five institutions knew 
whether and how succession planning was occurring in their institutions and knew of aids 
and barriers to implementation. Interviews with leaders with institutional knowledge 




answer the research questions. I excluded leaders who had less than 1 year of 
employment at the university due to a lack of long-term institutional knowledge. I chose 
leaders from academic affairs and human resources who were knowledgeable about 
faculty development. The recruitment of English-language speakers was a requirement of 
this study. Recruitment of participants was not based on pregnancy or emotional 
disability. 
Number of Participants 
 It was essential to interview enough subjects to get an accurate picture of each 
university. I interviewed two participants who held a dean-level or higher position at each 
university to provide an accurate picture of what is occurring with succession planning at 
that university. Those two interviews allowed for comparison of the information obtained 
from each participant at the institution. I did not note any discrepancies in the interviews, 
so a third interviewee was not necessary. In total, there were 10 interviews of leaders 
from five universities, which provided data about the status of succession planning in this 
Western state.  
Gaining access to participants was an essential and challenging part of the 
research. In this case, each university had a list of administrators publicly available on the 
Internet with contact information. Initial contact of potential participants occurred though 
email with an explanation of the study and a request to participate. Once a participant 
agreed, we arranged to meet for an interview. After the first interview, I used snowball 




Having that recommendation resulted in obtaining the second interview in every instance. 
I used email to provide an introduction and explain the purpose of the study.  
Establishing Relationships 
Establishing a working relationship is important to assist in the collection of data. 
After the participant agreed to the interview, I set up a date, time, and place for the 
interview to occur. I sent an introductory email explaining the purpose of the research 
with a copy of the informed consent form for preview purposes. For the interview, I 
dressed professionally and was mindful of the participant’s time and comfort. It was 
essential to listen carefully and watch nonverbal cues to create the best working 
relationship and to elicit the necessary information. Verification of contact information 
and an explanation of the process for double-checking the transcript and data analysis set 
the tone for follow-up communication.  
Protection of Participants 
Part of the process of ethical research is ensuring the safety and confidentiality of 
the participants. Before the interview, each participant received the informed consent 
form. The informed consent form notified the participants that they did not need to 
answer any questions that they did not feel comfortable answering. I also reiterated that 
point before the beginning of the interview. I will maintain a copy of the signed informed 
consent forms under lock and key in a secure location for the next 5 years with all other 
research documents. There were no conflicts of interest to disclose. I had no authority 




the universities. I did not exclude any participants due to a conflict of interest or other 
ethical concerns. 
Data Collection 
There were two sources of data for this study. The first was documents indicating 
the strategic plan, leadership development opportunities, and policies and procedures 
related to the succession planning processes. Document analysis is a means of data 
triangulation (Bowen, 2009). Strategic plans, policies, and leadership development 
documents verified the information in the interviews about how succession planning was 
occurring. The documents were analyzed for themes by applying the constructs of the 
conceptual framework (see Bowen, 2009). Thematic analysis is an iterative process of 
reading and rereading the information to identify codes, categories, and themes within the 
documents (Bowen, 2009). The limitations of using document analysis include lack of 
availability or insufficient information in the documents (Bowen, 2009). The documents 
in the current study were publicly accessible due to these universities being state 
institutions and subject to public scrutiny. A preliminary document search online revealed 
all documents required from each university. In addition to the online documents, a 
leader from University 5 sent leadership development documents via email. As I 
reviewed these documents, I did not see any evidence of formalized succession planning 
at any of the five universities. Each interview substantiated the lack of formal succession 
planning noted in the documents. 
Interview comments of 10 university leaders represented the primary data 




participant, I held 1-hour semistructured interviews (see Appendix C) in locations most 
convenient for the participant. Several interviews were in participants’ offices. I 
conducted two interviews via FaceTime in the leaders’ respective offices, met two 
participants (separately) in a quiet lobby corner of a large elegant hotel that was 
convenient and suitable for a meeting, and conducted one interview over the phone per 
the participant’s request. I coordinated with each participant to find the best location for 
the interview. It was important that participants were comfortable so their answers would 
provide the necessary information to complete the project study. Each interview was 
audio-recorded and transcribed. To ensure confidentiality, each participant received a 
number associated with the university that the participant represented. I confirmed the 
contact information after the interview. Once transcripts of the interview were complete, I 
sent a copy to each of the participants for review. Participants reviewing transcripts of the 
interview helped ensure the accuracy of the data collected, which contributed to the 
credibility of the study (see Devault, 2018). 
The storage and protection of all research materials are vital. I transferred all 
electronic files of transcripts, recordings, and informed consent forms to a memory stick 
for storage and to keep track of the data. I will keep the memory stick and all memos, 
journals, documents, and research notes under lock and key for the next 5 years to protect 
confidentiality.  
I currently work as an assistant professor and a program director at one of the 
state universities in the study. Based on my experience in higher education, I had a belief 




other biases but made sure to examine my thoughts and feelings through reflective 
journaling to detect other biases that may have emerged during the study.  
Data Analysis 
I collected data for analysis from semistructured interviews and verified the 
interview information with a document review of the policies, strategic plans, and any 
leadership development documentation. Once the participants approved the transcripts, I 
imported the transcribed data into the Nvivo software for qualitative data organization. 
The next steps in the process were to review and interpret the data from the interviews 
using open coding and thematic analysis (see Saldana, 2014). Coding is an iterative 
process and requires examination and reexamination of the data followed by a 
development of themes (Ravitch & Carl, 2016). The writing of a research journal and 
analytic memos during the process assisted with a reflection on my feelings, biases, and 
beliefs as I sorted and reviewed the data. After I organized the data into categories and 
themes, I used case analysis steps followed by a cross-case synthesis to determine the 
similarities and differences between each university and to answer my research questions 
with the richest possible data (see Babbie, 2017; Yin, 2014).  
It was vital to ensure that this study was trustworthy. Trustworthiness is the 
equivalent of validity in a qualitative study, and I established trustworthiness by setting 
up checks and balances within the study that ensured rigor and quality (see Ravitch & 
Carl, 2016). Examining succession planning with different data collection methods, such 
as a semistructured interviews and document review, provided for data triangulation to 




Furthermore, the use of two participants at each university provided for triangulation of 
perspectives within each university and between universities (see Ravitch & Carl, 2016). 
In addition, a PhD-prepared colleague helped to double-check the coding and provided 
increased trustworthiness by increasing the credibility of the findings. I had participants 
review the transcripts as another method of increasing credibility and trustworthiness of 
the research. The documentation of the study included details about conducting the study 
and reflections from my research journal to increase dependability. Lastly, the 
documentation that described how I conducted the study and analyzed the data enhanced 
confirmability because other researchers can review and validate my methods and 
findings. 
Another issue that could have affected the quality of the research was discrepant 
cases. Discrepant cases could create a problem with the data and, therefore, with the data 
analysis. A discrepant case in this study might have been a participant who did not know 
what the university was doing regarding succession planning or one who had a very 
different account of succession planning within the university than the participant’s 
colleague. Encountering a participant lacking prerequisite knowledge of the university’s 
succession planning or divergent accounts would have required securing a third interview 
from that university to ensure adequate data for the research. The one issue encountered 
was when a participant stated that leadership development was addressed in the strategic 
plan, but this was not substantiated during the document review. This unsubstantiated 
claim did not alter any of the findings or affect the quality of the data in any way but was 




Data Analysis Results 
Data Collection Process and Analysis 
I obtained the data for this research through 1-hour, audio-recorded, 
semistructured interviews. I interviewed two leaders at each institution who were 
executive directors, provosts, or vice presidents (see Table 1). Two interviewees from 
different universities had formerly served as the president of their respective institutions. 
I first searched online through each university’s website to find documents about 
succession planning. Then, during the interview, I asked each participant for any 
available documentation relating to succession planning. These documents included 
leadership development offerings, strategic plans, or other documents provided by 
participants related to the information provided in the interview. After transcribing all the 
recorded interviews, I checked transcripts for accuracy and then sent corrected transcripts 
to participants for review. After receiving the approved version, I printed each transcript 
and coded in the margins any information that pertained to the research questions. I 
uploaded electronic versions of the transcripts into Nvivo while referring to the hand 
coding on the printed version of the transcript. As I adjusted codes, I was able to review 
the data and begin to see patterns. I arranged the codes (or nodes, as is the terminology in 
Nvivo) under each research question that the code addressed. Groups of similar or 
identical codes began to emerge as themes. I kept memos in my research diary and, as I 












1a 40 Male Assistant vice president of 
academic services 
1b 50 Male Executive director of HR 
2a 50 Female Associate provost 
2b 50 Male Vice president of 
administrative services (HR) 
3a 70 Male President emeritus 
3b 40 Female Assistant vice president of 
HR 
4a 60 Male Senior vice president of 
academic services 
4b 50 Female Vice president of HR 
5a 40 Male Associate provost 
5b 30 Male Assistant provost 
 
I reviewed and coded each document according to the related research question. I 
used documents to support participants’ statements. The information found at each 
institution did not refute what participants had said in their interviews (with one 
exception). I uploaded documents into Nvivo and attached the information to the relevant 
university. I reviewed all data within Nvivo so that I could analyze each case 
independently and compare it to the four other cases. 
As I reviewed the data, I started coding by highlighting parts of sentences that 
conveyed the meaning of what the participant was saying. Through this process I created 
a large number of codes, and I then began to group codes under a code that expressed a 
more generic concept or idea. I kept the codes grouped under each research question to 




codes to a manageable number, and then I was able to see the themes emerging. In Table 
2 I show the themes with consolidated codes or subthemes that contributed to the theme. 
Each time I worked with the data I was able to further consolidate codes under each 
corresponding theme by using this iterative process. The first theme of no formal 
succession planning was perhaps the easiest theme to see during the coding process due 
to the simplicity of the question. The second, third, and fourth themes related to the 
second research question when I examined the successes and barriers of succession 
planning efforts. These three themes provided information on practices that were 
working, on barriers related to current institutional practices and ethos, and on strategies 
for overcoming barriers to future succession planning efforts. The fifth theme was from 
the third research question when I asked about the perceived value of succession planning 














RQ1: In what ways are state 
universities using succession 
planning (SP)? 
No formal SP Don’t know about SP 
SP for the university is 
unstructured 
SP is in its early development 
Utilizes elements of SP 
   
RQ2: How do higher education 
leaders in those universities 
perceive the process of 
implementing succession 
planning? 
Successes in SP 
processes 
Leadership development within 
the university provides 
networking, mentoring, and 
experience 
Leadership development for both 
faculty and staff at different levels 
has resulted in many leaders 
   
 Barriers to SP 
processes from current 
institutional practices 
and ethos 
Faculty distrust of 
administration/shared governance 
Change 
Lack of time, prioritization, and 
resources 
May not see value or understand 
SP 
Problem with gender bias 
Unanimity that more leadership 
development is needed 
Uncertainty about whether to hire 
externally or internally 
   
 Strategies to 
operationalize 
successful SP 
Important to consider diversity 
Need to be more systematic about 
SP 
Overcome barriers by supporting 
leadership development and 
creating a positive culture 
   
RQ3: What do higher education 
leaders believe is the value of 
succession planning? 
Recognition of the 
value of SP 
Helping people grow and develop 
Ability to hire the best candidate 
Institutional knowledge retained 







The local problem is that higher education leadership in a Western U.S. state has 
experienced an aging leadership and a lack of succession planning. I analyzed the data by 
using the research questions as a guide, with codes grouped by question. Themes 
emerged as I grouped the codes under each research question. One major theme emerged 
for both Research Questions 1 and 3, and I identified three major themes related to 
Research Question 2. I identified subthemes and discussed them under each of the 
themes. I used documents obtained from each university to support or, in one instance, to 
refute participants’ information. In the following section, I will discuss these findings 
related to each research question.  
Theme 1: No formal succession planning. With Research Question 1, I 
examined the ways state universities were using succession planning. Participants were 
unanimous in their responses that none of the universities in the study utilized formal 
succession planning. Two participants from two different universities reported that they 
had never heard the term succession planning. Participant 5b explained, “I’ve never heard 
the term before, so if we do succession planning, then we either do it without my 
knowledge, or we do it, and we don’t call it succession planning.”  
Although participants believed that there were no formal succession processes, 
they did believe that succession planning happened when needed, or ad hoc. One 
participant reported that there were no succession planning processes in place at one of 
the universities. This absence of succession planning was unsubstantiated because 




development programs, with four universities having developed additional internal 
leadership development programs or opportunities. A statement by Participant 2b 
summarized what most participants conveyed: “I would describe the succession planning 
at [this university] as mostly ad hoc.” Participants expressed that various elements of 
succession planning were occurring as needed but on an informal basis. Leadership 
development is only one part of the process of succession planning, and there was no 
evidence through documents or interviews that any other part of the process of succession 
planning was structured.  
 The use of succession planning processes as needed led eight of 10 participants to 
describe succession planning as being in the early development stages. Participant 2b 
expressed the idea best by saying, “I shouldn’t say that we’re not doing it; I should say 
we’re in our infancy.” Furthermore, eight of the 10 participants acknowledged that 
university strategic plans did not address succession planning. I asked each participant if 
the university strategic plan addressed any of the succession planning issues such as 
forecasting changes or leadership development. Participant 3a admitted, “It absolutely 
does not, I’m afraid to say.” In addition, Participant 4b firmly responded, “Nope, it does 
not.” I noted that one participant claimed that the university’s strategic plan addressed 
leadership development, but this is the one exception to documents supporting 
participants’ statements with the information unsubstantiated in the document review. 
Succession planning is a process. Although none of the leaders in the universities 
in this study was using a formalized succession planning process, each one was using 




process for all five universities. Two participants noted that forecasting potential changes 
in personnel, another part of the succession planning process, was easier for retirements 
but otherwise was not addressed. There was an exception with one university forecasting 
potential personnel changes for the top level of administrators. The university that was 
forecasting potential changes of top leaders had a new president previously employed in 
the private sector and was already using succession planning before becoming a 
university president. 
Theme 2: Successes in succession planning processes. There was much 
information encapsulated in Research Question 2 because I asked about the successes and 
barriers of current succession planning and how to remove barriers for future succession 
planning. The first idea I explored was what participants believed was going well at the 
university in the succession planning process. Faculty on tenure track must serve on 
committees, which provides opportunities for faculty to network. Three participants noted 
that faculty senate and committee work were opportunities to exhibit leadership potential. 
Participant 4b summed this experience up by saying: 
Faculty senate is a great way to provide leadership. Individuals come in there and 
discover that they like knowing about more than just their department. They like 
knowing about the university. If they advance, they might become faculty senate 
president, and a faculty senate president might become an administrator. 
 In addition to faculty senate and committees, there were opportunities for 
leadership development courses or programs that provided opportunities to collaborate 




access to new mentors. As I asked about leadership development and mentoring, 
Participant 3b remarked, “I think of my collaborative support network as my mentoring 
network.” Participants identified mentoring as a critical component of leadership 
development. 
Leadership development for faculty and staff at different levels has resulted in 
new leaders at each of the institutions in this study. In addition to committee work, there 
were leadership development opportunities available to faculty and staff at different 
levels, and leadership development was successful, as noted by Participant 2a: 
I think that there is one leadership development model that has been effective 
when I think about the folks that have been through that HERS [Higher Education 
Leadership Training for Women] training. They are now sitting in associate dean 
positions, applying for dean positions, associate provost positions, and chair 
positions. It has worked to help us grow our own. 
 Leaders from University 2 were proud that the new president was an internal 
candidate after a nationwide search and believed that leadership development and cross-
training had developed the best candidate for the position. They were excited that the new 
president understood the culture of the organization, was committed to the university, and 
had institutional history. This new president illustrated the point of Participant 3a, saying, 
“If you have a strong internal candidate, you can be pretty confident the search is going 
to turn out well. Because you’re either going to get that person or somebody better.”  
 One university had developed a provost fellow position, which provided release 




projects that benefitted the university. Leaders in that university remarked that several 
provosts had resulted from the provost fellow leadership development opportunity and 
had represented a success in leadership development. Both the university with the new 
president selected as an internal candidate and the university with provosts from internal 
candidates illustrated how leadership development could be successful in developing 
leaders inside the organization.  
Theme 3: Barriers to succession planning processes from current 
institutional practices and ethos. After examining successes, I asked participants about 
barriers to succession planning that they were encountering as part of Research Question 
2. An unexpected finding was that of faculty distrust of the administration. Participant 4b 
summed the sentiment up with this view:  
I think in an academic climate, there’s a constant battle between the faculty and 
the administration due to the perception that if you go into administration, you’re 
going to the dark side, and you’re now evil, and you’re one of them, and you’re 
no longer one of us.  
Faculty may not want to express an interest in leadership because of this view of 
administrations being the dark side or evil. Fifty percent of the participants echoed this 
sentiment with distrust of the administration being an element of the reason that shared 
governance was a barrier to succession planning. Participant 3b stated the idea best:  
As I articulated it to myself, I think it’s because higher education so much values 




developing people for specific positions, whether that’s a department chair or 
dean or an administrative position. 
 Although participants considered distrust of administration and shared governance 
as a significant barrier, bigger barriers were lack of time, prioritization, and resources. 
Six of 10 participants believed that lack of time, prioritization, and resources were 
barriers to succession planning. According to two participants, leaders in the private 
sector are ahead of higher education leaders in their recognition of the value and 
prioritization of the succession planning process. When discussing resources, Participants 
1b and 4b noted that retention was an issue, along with a lack of ability to offer pay raises 
and a focus on retention only when people were leaving. The other resource in shortage 
was mentoring. Participant 1b remarked that leadership development was going well, but 
that mentoring within the university was not having much success. In discussing other 
needs, five participants noted that time is an essential piece necessary to develop 
succession planning. Participant 2a expressed this sentiment:  
There’s so many issues in higher education that we are dealing with fires and just 
trying to keep the ship moving in the direction that we hope it’s supposed to be 
moving that we don’t take the time to step back. We don’t create the space to step 
back and say, ‘Oh, ok, hey, we really need to give some thought to this.’ 
 However, improving succession planning will require a change, which 
participants also identified as a barrier. Change being the obstacle in the broad sense of 
the word. Three participants believed that change was a barrier to succession planning 




changes in department leadership may negatively affect continuity and, therefore, 
succession planning. Participant 1a explained, “I think there will be initial barriers to just 
change. The initial change and understanding of what we’re trying to accomplish with it.” 
Whether looking at rapid position changes or slow institutional changes, participants 
acknowledged change as a barrier. 
 A lack of understanding of a process can result in not recognizing the value of an 
object or process, and seven of 10 participants believed that people in higher education 
might not see the value or understand succession planning. Participant 1b clarified, “I 
think just the lack of understanding, not having a champion, not having training, not 
having an understanding of how you can be proactive and make a difference before they 
leave.” Participants believed that the lack of understanding of succession planning 
negatively influenced retention, among other elements of succession planning. 
 Another unexpected finding was that of gender bias because none of my questions 
specifically asked about gender. Four participants acknowledged gender bias was a 
barrier. The two participants from University 5 noted that there was a gender imbalance 
with a lack of women in the administration at their university. Participant 5b said, “The 
original idea was to provide professional development for females because we’ve had a 
gender imbalance across the faculty and staff and administration.” In addition, Participant 
2a believed, “Women’s voices are shut down more quickly” and that there is a gender 
bias in some job searches. All four participants spoke of leadership development 
opportunities specifically for women with Participant 2a acknowledging, “Several male 




opportunity?’” Considering equality and inclusivity will be necessary for succession 
planning when considering the barriers of gender or minority bias and shared governance. 
 I noted that participants identified leadership development under the successes 
and the barriers. There was frequent mention of the need for more leadership 
development. Two participants spoke about faculty becoming leaders without being 
prepared, while Participant 3a reported that leadership development was spotty. 
Participant 2b remarked that universities should endeavor to improve on “home growing” 
leaders. Lastly, Participant 3b expressed that the tasks of leaders were more apparent than 
the expected behaviors, which all tie back to a need for increased leadership 
development. 
 The last barrier identified was a conflict between whether to hire internal or 
external candidates. Participant 5b summed up the consensus from the participants in that 
hiring should be a mix of both external and internal candidates, depending on the 
qualifications of the internal candidates. Participant 3a believed that a lack of a strong 
internal candidate resulted in a higher probability of having a failed search or hiring a 
weak candidate, and several other participants echoed this idea.  
Theme 4: Strategies to operationalize successful succession planning. In order 
to improve succession planning in higher education, I attempted to discover what 
participants believed that leaders could do to be successful. The first item identified was 
diversity, which tied directly to the barrier of gender bias that participants identified in 




Now you have to worry about diversity. If it’s a white guy, is the white guy only 
going to pick another white guy to try to help? I think we’re all becoming much 
more conscious. I think the big value is that you get at least somebody in the pool 
that sets the high bar.  
Three participants addressed the importance of considering diversity and leadership 
development for women. Participant 4a remarked that he realized there was a gender bias 
when two internal candidates were top contenders for a leadership position. They both 
had the same preparation and qualification, but the male candidate had received 
leadership experience that the female had not. The male candidate received the promotion 
because of his leadership experience. This incident illustrated the importance of making 
sure that all eligible employees receive opportunities for leadership experience when 
attempting to increase inclusivity and promote diversity. Eight of the participants stressed 
the importance of diversity throughout the interview in response to Research Questions 1 
and 2 when speaking about leadership development.  
 The next idea I identified was the need to be more systematic about succession 
planning. Seven of 10 participants spoke about the need to be more systematic regarding 
succession planning by thinking about how to fit succession planning with shared 
governance principles, making succession planning a priority, and delineating succession 
planning processes. Participants remarked that succession planning would not occur 
unless leaders give priority to the process. The need to be more systematic also tied back 
to the need to dedicate time, resources, and financial support in order to make succession 




 The last area identified by participants regarded leadership development and a 
positive culture, ideas which were interlinked. Seven out of 10 participants spoke about 
the need to support leadership development as another method of overcoming barriers 
with succession planning. The idea of supporting leadership development tied directly to 
the concept of a positive culture, a relationship which six participants identified. 
Participants believed that the positive culture and leadership development contributed to 
increased retention through job satisfaction, which contributed to successful succession 
planning. Participant 2b described the idea best: 
I mean, you have to have a good strong positive culture and environment for 
people to work in or they’re not going to want to stick around. Even the broader 
health of the university and the collegiality of the environment is important to 
healthy succession planning at an institution. You have to have a healthy 
institution to begin with. 
Creating a positive culture relates to the retention of employees and the ability to recruit 
strong candidates.  
Theme 5: Recognition of the value of succession planning. The last theme to 
emerge from the data was from Research Question 3 when I examined the perceived 
value of succession planning by the participants. There was unanimity among the 10 
participants regarding the importance of formal succession planning with four different 
areas identified. The first idea identified was the value of helping people grow and 
develop. Participants believed that succession planning was an essential tool for 




opportunities. Three participants believed that succession planning enabled leaders to 
help employees into positions that best suited the employee and the university. 
Participant 2b best described the sentiment with, “And succession planning is perhaps the 
most important tool you have to get the right people on the boat. So, there are few things 
more important in a position like this than good, thoughtful succession planning.”  
 The second idea expressed by participants under this theme related to the value of 
the opportunity to hire a strong candidate, either internal or external, related to utilizing 
good succession planning. The leaders at University 3 expressed this idea best by 
summarizing that the value of succession planning was in the depth and breadth of 
internal choices that improved the pool of candidates for leadership positions. Three 
participants explained that external candidates brought new ideas while internal 
candidates offered business continuity, and both options were valuable in different ways.  
 Two participants believed that the value of succession planning was in business 
continuity through the retention of institutional knowledge, which helped to generate the 
third idea. Both participants stated that having replacements ready benefited the new 
leader in allowing the person to take more risks and be creative instead of reactionary. 
This idea is an echo of helping employees with leadership development and retention, 
combined with the benefit of conserving internal candidates who have retained the 
institutional knowledge. 
 The last area identified under this theme was that succession planning has value 
because leadership in higher education is increasingly difficult and complicated. 




succession plan, a need which is a critical one for higher education. Four participants 
spoke to the phenomenon of faculty moving directly into leadership roles with no 
training, demonstrating a gap in succession planning. In considering the increased 
complexity of higher education leadership, Participant 4a remarked: 
Now we live in an age where no one is willing to accept that, and yet we haven’t. 
... Our succession planning practices haven’t caught up to that transformation 
that’s going on. I mean, institutions haven’t caught up generally. I’m trying to 
figure it out. I really value shared governance, but it’s harder and harder to 
involve people who are involved part-time in the governance without expertise 
when the governance issues are so difficult and require so much expertise, and the 
pace is so much faster. You can’t be gone all summer and expect to be fully 
involved in the governance process. That’s just too long. And that’s just one 
example of the ways in which that’s happened. So I really think we just haven’t 
caught up to the fact that the management approach we’ve traditionally taken 
needs to be refined, needs to be more deliberate, more conscious, or intentional. 
Summary 
 Succession planning is a process, and while I interviewed participants, we 
discussed the process. When I examined forecasting, sustainment, and planning, I found 
varying degrees of implementation. However, I found that none of the leaders in the 
universities in this study was using formal succession planning. The participants 
expressed that succession planning was important, but all of the universities in the study 




participants had never heard the term succession planning, but after I explained the 
succession planning process to the participants, they expressed an understanding of 
succession planning and were able to contribute to this study. The fact that some leaders 
in higher education had never heard the term further illustrated the need for education and 
practical guidance about succession planning for all leaders in higher education.  
Forecasting was the least understood and the least used part of the succession 
planning process. Forecasting is looking ahead at what critical positions will be vacated, 
but this process is also examining the strengths and weaknesses of current employees and 
preparing those employees for future advancement (Boerner, 2015). A new president who 
had previous industry experience in succession planning was starting to use forecasting at 
University 4. The forecasting process was being used for top administrative leaders to 
determine skills and areas needing development. Participants at all other universities 
stated that forecasting was happening as necessary and was not formalized.  
Using forecasting and giving employees development opportunities can help in 
identifying those employees who have an interest and an aptitude. A formal succession 
planning process would then have the manager document strengths and weaknesses in 
order to develop a plan with an employee for further development so that the employee is 
ready when opportunities arise. Forecasting is an area that deserves more focus from 
university leaders when formulating leadership development programs. 
 Sustainment was the area that had received the most attention from leaders in my 
study. Participants used leadership development, mentoring, and coaching to retain and 




how a great boss or mentor can make a tremendous difference in the advancement of an 
employee, which is reflected the transformational leadership theory. As further evidence 
of the importance of mentoring and leadership development, Participant 2b referred to the 
fact that he and a relative had both started in similar positions at different universities. 
The participant had achieved a higher position and responsibilities in his career because 
of leaders and mentors encouraging him, opportunities which his relative had not 
experienced. 
 Faculty view the development of a person for a specific position as favoritism. If 
faculty perceive favoritism, such as developing a certain person for a specific role, this 
view contributes to the distrust of administration. Participants overwhelmingly mentioned 
distrust of the administration as a barrier to succession planning. McKee and Froelich 
(2016) found in their research that (a) succession planning is unsuccessful when 
organizations identify an heir apparent, and (b) the more development afforded to all 
employees with clear communication of opportunities, the more successful the process. 
Educating faculty and staff on how succession planning does not equate to favoritism and 
should be an inclusive process is one part of overcoming the barriers in higher education 
to implementing succession planning. 
 The provost fellow position represented an example of how succession planning 
can work in higher education. This was a position created by the leaders in one of the 
universities in my study to give faculty a chance to work on projects within the university 
and to learn about leadership. The position of provost fellow was advertised university 




half teaching load and also worked on projects for the university and learned about the 
role of the provost. This model of provost fellow is inclusive and fair; therefore, this 
model is compatible with shared governance. In addition, the development of internal 
candidates helps to retain employees and institutional knowledge.  
 Another aspect of sustainment or retention that participants discussed was the 
importance of a positive culture. Hosseini et al. (2019) pointed out that succession 
planning can improve the culture by helping employees feel valued through development 
programs. However, a culture that is unpleasant will cause employees to leave and render 
succession planning ineffective (Walesby, 2013). Part of the culture that is important to 
consider for succession planning is increasing diversity and being inclusive of all 
employees. Participants identified gender bias as an issue during the interview process, 
and accordingly, it will be important to be cognizant of potential biases and strive to 
create an inclusive environment. Kumaran (2015) addressed the importance of including 
minority employees in the succession planning process to help provide insight on 
increasing inclusivity. Faculty distrust of the administration must also be addressed as 
part of the evaluation of the culture when creating a succession planning process in 
higher education. 
For succession planning to succeed, it must be part of the broader strategic plan. 
Newhall (2015) gave five top tips for succession management, with one tip being that it is 
important to examine current talent, forecast needed talent, and then tie that need to the 
strategic plan. When succession planning is not part of the strategic plan, an 




2015; VanVactor, 2015). In addition, Groves (2018) stressed the importance of having 
succession management as part of a strategic priority with a focus on leadership 
development and mentoring. In my research, none of the universities addressed 
succession planning in the strategic plan, but participants did acknowledge the wisdom of 
integrating succession planning and strategic planning.  
 Succession planning works when the creation of a strong pool of candidates 
enables institutional employers to pick the best candidate, internal or external. 
Participants talked about the importance of having a strong internal candidate to create 
the strongest possible pool of candidates for a position. Having a choice of a robust 
internal candidate increases the odds of having at least one right choice in a job search 
(Schepker et al., 2018). Having multiple strong candidates is the best scenario, whether 
those candidates are internal or external. Job searches are expensive and having a good 
choice can decrease the expenses of multiple job searches for one position, which makes 
succession planning a more economically feasible prospect (Timms, 2016b). 
 An aspect of planning that will require time and money is the designation of a 
champion for succession planning. During my research, participants identified the need 
for having a champion who could discuss the importance of succession planning and 
could be the person who ensured that the topic is on the agenda and that follow-through 
occurred. Palumbo and Manna (2019) identified the champion as a change agent who 
helps inspire and empower other employees to create a culture conducive to change. 
Moreover, Faupel and Süß (2019) found that employees of transformational leaders are 




innovation and development. Pellegrino et al. (2015) advised the recruitment of a small 
group of change leaders to bolster success with institutional change initiatives.  
 The statements from the participants emphasizing the importance of succession 
planning reinforced the importance of this study and the need for practical instruction on 
how to implement succession planning in higher education. Shared governance was cited 
by several participants as unhelpful and was seen as a barrier to implementing succession 
planning, and as such, is therefore a significant reason that not all guidance from business 
literature could be applicable to higher education. Higher education is different from 
other types of businesses and requires an individualized approach to implementing 
succession planning that accounts for the uniqueness. 
Participants expressed ideas that could be helpful for universities to implement 
succession planning. There are very few resources with practical information to help with 
establishing succession planning. Thus, I presented the findings supported by the 
literature in a way that would provide practical advice for university leaders. For the 
project, I used the data gathered from Research Question 2 and some information 
supported by the literature to create a position paper or white paper to outline best 
practices for implementing succession planning in higher education. Best practices in 
higher education will differ from other businesses because of shared governance and 




Section 3: The Project 
Introduction 
The project selected for this study was a policy recommendation with the creation 
of a white paper in which I outlined practical guidance for the implementation of 
succession planning based on my research and current literature. According to Purdue 
OWL (2019), the purpose of a white paper is to provide authoritative information on a 
topic to solve a problem or present a position. A search of the Walden Library database 
with the search term whitepaper or white paper yielded results from industries with 
informative or instructive documents that supported the appropriateness of this choice of 
project. 
Rationale 
My research findings and literature review indicated a lack of formal succession 
planning in higher education and that some leaders have not heard of succession 
planning. In addition, my findings indicated a lack of practical guidance for higher 
education on how to implement succession planning. Groves (2018), Larcker and Saslow 
(2014), and Timms (2016a) provided guidance for businesses in implementing succession 
planning, but Capuano (2013) pointed out that there is little to no practical instruction for 
higher education. The articles I found that offered instruction or best practices were for 
businesses, but they were not for higher education. However, I used those articles 
combined with my research to tailor guidance for succession planning that is specific for 
higher education. During my research, I asked leaders to identify how to overcome 




education, although a business, is different from other businesses due to the nature of 
providing education as a product and because of having shared governance. These 
differences require some thoughtfulness on best practices for implementing succession 
planning in higher education. Furthermore, the same approach may not be applicable 
among different institutions of higher education. 
Review of the Literature  
I organized the literature review into four categories: implementing change, 
creating a place where people want to work, dedicating time and resources, and 
considering a new name for succession planning within higher education. The categories 
emerged from my research findings and provided the basis for helping leaders understand 
the process of succession planning. The categories may also produce the necessary 
guidance for successful implementation.  
The search words for this literature review included succession planning, 
succession management, white paper, creating, organizational change models, 
transformational leadership, organizational change, culture, leadership development, 
shared governance, inclusivity, and diversity. Databases included Education Source, 
Emerald, Ovid, ERIC, Sage, and Ebscohost. I subscribed to Google Scholar, and I 
received weekly notifications of new publications regarding succession planning, which 
resulted in many new articles. The articles coming from Google Scholar were frequently 
in PDF format and were not located in a database. I also searched the internet for 
information on the purpose and method of creating a white paper. The amount of 




seems to demonstrate an acknowledgment of the importance of the topic and an increased 
interest in it. 
White Paper Purpose and Creation 
 White papers are versatile and offer the format for the project part of this doctoral 
capstone. White papers can be used by any person to contribute information on any topic, 
and they can be used to persuade or inform (Purdue OWL, 2019). Cullen (2018) provided 
instruction on how to create white papers and stated that white papers are developed to 
supply in-depth information on a certain topic with the intent of solving a problem, 
providing understanding, or assisting in decision-making. Cullen further asserted that 
white papers should be developed with a purpose or a problem to solve, and the author’s 
expertise is to be shared through the white paper to assist others. Martin (2016) 
recommended an example of a purpose-driven white paper by addressing conflicting 
information in the use of technology to teach physical education. Martin outlined the 
different arguments and proposed recommendations to physical education educators. 
Humphreys and Blenkinsop (2017) addressed a problem of a lack of understanding of the 
climate crisis in liberal education by offering an in-depth review of literature of certain 
search terms that they believed were most critical for readers to recognize. Both articles 
had a purpose that was clearly outlined, and the researchers demonstrated their expertise 
by citing multiple sources from the literature to strengthen their position (see Cullen, 
2018).  
 In the next section I review the literature related to the creation of the white paper 




study. The following areas are addressed: (a) implementing the change of succession 
planning, (b) creating a place where people want to work, (c) dedicating time and 
resources, and (d) considering a name change.  
Implementing the Change of Succession Planning 
 I chose the succession management capabilities framework by Groves (2018) to 
present a tool to help leaders visualize the changes that need to occur for succession 
planning to be successful. The succession management capabilities framework offers 
recommendations in an organized manner for implementing succession planning to allow 
for the greatest opportunity of success. Change is one of the inevitable features of life and 
was identified by participants as one of the barriers to implementing succession planning. 
When considering implementing succession planning, it is wise to contemplate the 
impact of that organizational change and to have a plan for moving forward. 
 Groves (2018) developed the succession management capabilities framework to 
ensure practical guidance for the implementation of succession planning in a health care 
setting. The framework includes three main categories of (a) enabling capabilities, (b) 
assessment capabilities, and (c) transition capabilities. Under the enabling capabilities, 
there is a focus on (a) getting buy-in from top leadership, (b) developing a leadership 
development culture through collaboration with employees, (c) developing evaluation 
tools and metrics that engage leaders and employees, and (d) integrating succession 
management practices into the strategic plan (Groves, 2018). The second category, 
assessment capabilities, is a focus on forecasting and development through performance 




upcoming leadership changes (Groves, 2018). The final category is transition capabilities 
in which new leaders, whether internal or external, are oriented and mentored to the new 
role, and potential leaders can receive experiential opportunities within the organization 
(Groves, 2018). Leaders at University 5 had developed a provost fellow position that 
allowed a faculty member a half-time teaching load. The other half of the workload 
focused on learning about the provost role and doing a project that benefited the 
university, which is an example of the transition capability.  
Groves (2019) did a study of two major health care systems that validated the 
succession management capabilities framework. The use of succession management 
practices demonstrated increased patient satisfaction levels, along with leadership bench 
strength and executive-level placements (Groves, 2019). The leaders at the universities in 
my study were working on enabling capabilities by incorporating leadership 
development. Leaders at University 4 were using informal talent assessment of upper- 
and mid-level administrators, and leaders at University 5 were working on the transition 
capabilities. None of the universities were using a formalized process and integrating it 
with the strategic plan. This lack of formalization and integration of a succession plan 
with the strategic plan suggested that the succession management capabilities framework 
applies to higher education. However, the use of the succession management capabilities 
framework is easier to implement if higher education leaders can visualize how part of 
the process is being employed and could also envision the parts of the framework that 




Creating a Place Where People Want to Work 
Culture. Creating a positive culture in the workplace helps with retention of 
current employees (Chaturvedi, 2016; Kumaran, 2015). Potential employees want to 
come to an organization that has a supportive and friendly environment, which is an 
integral part of proper succession planning (Hosseini et al., 2019). Multiple elements 
contribute to or harm a positive culture. Participants in the current study spoke about the 
need for transparency to create trust and to improve relationships between faculty, staff, 
and administration. Groves (2018) noted the importance of transparency, fairness, and 
communication for the creation of a leadership development culture within the succession 
management capabilities framework. In addition, Faupel and Süß (2019) and Hempsall 
(2014) stated that trust is an essential piece of developing the relationship between 
leaders and employees as well as building commitment and a culture of innovation. 
Furthermore, Raispor, Tadbiri, Afsharnejad, and Sadeh (2018) argued that trust is one of 
the critical elements in the successful implementation of succession planning. A trusting, 
positive relationship with a supervisor can engender commitment from employees 
(Covella, McCarthy, Kaifi, & Cocoran, 2017).  
In addition to developing trust through transparency, communication, and 
fairness, having common goals and shared values represents another element of a positive 
culture. Snyder, Ingelsson, and Backstrom (2018) noted the importance of having shared 
values to build a strong culture. Furthermore, the leadership must identify the values of 
the organization and communicate those values to the employees to create shared values 




leadership development culture in which managers and employees work together to 
discuss and create plans for career development. Trust and shared values are integral 
parts of a positive culture that supports the commitment and retention of employees. 
Leadership development. For this literature review, I looked at leadership 
development as a component of the culture of an organization. Leadership development 
influences culture in several ways, one of which is impacting inclusivity. Participants at 
four of the five universities in the study spoke about the importance of inclusivity in 
leadership development. Hughes (2018) recommended adding diversity intelligence as 
part of leadership training to foster a more inclusive culture because there is a gap 
between knowing what diversity is and knowing how to communicate with diverse 
employees. Dejean (2015) demonstrated that managers subconsciously pick people who 
look like themselves in the hiring process, which further supports the importance of 
having diversity intelligence as part of leadership development.  
Mentoring and coaching are essential elements of leadership development that can 
also foster inclusivity. Mate, McDonald, and Do (2019) found mentoring to be vital in 
overcoming gender bias and increasing opportunities for women. When leaders in an 
organization mentor and develop new leaders who are strong candidates, organizations 
are more successful (Allcorn et al., 2018; Fray & Sherman, 2017). Providing 
opportunities for all employees, training on diversity intelligence and inclusivity, and 
mentoring are methods for improving the culture of an organization. 
 Leadership development has an impact on the culture, and when they are 




participate in development activities. A culture of leadership development is one in which 
employees are encouraged to take new or different assignments that allow the employee 
to learn new roles and skills and to not be held back because of being needed in certain 
positions (Groves, 2018). Dalayga and Baskaran (2019) pointed out that, aside from 
increased wages, development and training positively influence the retention of 
employees. Furthermore, leadership development with mentoring can make an institution 
more competitive in finding and keeping talented people (Kutchner & Kleschick, 2016). 
Participants in my study mentioned the importance of cross-training and taking on 
different roles to prepare for leadership opportunities, which Fadeyi, Oladele, Imhonopi, 
and Nwachukwu (2019) also found in their research to be meaningful. To grow and 
develop, employees must have an opportunity to try new positions or roles that expand 
their knowledge and skills. Cross-training to other positions or roles is an integral part of 
the transition capabilities in the succession management capabilities framework and will 
promote the retention of talented employees and prevent the loss of institutional 
knowledge (Groves, 2019). 
Shared governance. Shared governance is part of the identity of higher 
education, especially within the state universities in this study. Participants identified 
shared governance as a barrier to implementation of succession planning because of the 
fast pace that changes are occurring and the fact that faculty governance is frequently 
absent during the summer while decision-making is still occurring (Participant 3a). 
Although this barrier is a problem, shared governance increases commitment by having 




the organization directly correlates with increased retention and engagement of 
employees (Bailey & Cardin, 2018; Covella et al., 2017). Bailey and Cardin (2018) 
introduced a shared governance model to nurses in an organization to create a culture of 
engagement and professional development. Higher education has an advantage in having 
shared governance as an established part of the culture; this advantage means that the 
organizational change required to implement succession planning in education is different 
from business change processes (Barrett, Gaskins, & Haug, 2019). Part of the issue with 
shared governance relates to the importance of fairness in higher education. Succession 
planning according to the business literature includes a process of identifying pivotal 
roles followed by potential successors whom leaders groom to fill those positions 
(Newhall, 2015). However, faculty frown upon this approach in higher education and 
view it as promoting favoritism and a lack of fairness for all (Cavanaugh, 2017). One 
method to overcome the issue of fairness is to provide equal opportunities for leadership 
development so that all employees can develop talents and discover a desire to lead 
(Cavanaugh, 2017). Groves (2018), in the succession management capabilities 
framework, stressed the importance of transparency and fairness in leadership 
development that is important for shared governance. 
Dedicating Time and Resources 
A champion. Leadership in higher education has become more complicated, and 
resources are limited. A request for time and money to invest in succession planning does 
not inspire most leaders to begin the process. In addition, organizational change, as 




both direct and indirect costs (Palumbo & Manna, 2019). Therefore it is essential to 
demonstrate the importance of dedicating time and resources in the most economical 
fashion possible.  
For change to occur, having a champion to educate and inspire others to embrace 
the change can be instrumental. Having a dedicated champion is a commitment of both 
time and resources that sends a message to faculty and staff about the importance of 
succession planning. During my research, participants identified the need for a champion 
who could discuss the importance of succession planning and who also could be the 
person who ensured that the topic is on the agenda and that follow-through occurred. 
Palumbo and Manna (2019) identified the champion as a change agent who inspires and 
empowers other employees to create a culture conducive to change. Moreover, Faupel 
and Süß (2019) found that employees of transformational leaders are more likely to 
champion change while contributing to the desired culture of innovation and 
development. Pellegrino et al. (2015) advised the recruitment of a small group of change 
leaders to bolster success with institutional change initiatives.  
Strategic planning. For succession planning to succeed, it must be part of the 
broader strategic plan. Newhall (2015) gave five top tips for succession management, 
with one tip being that it is important to examine current talent, forecast needed talent, 
and then tie that need to the strategic plan. When succession planning is not part of the 
strategic plan, an incongruence develops between the desired outcome and reality 
(Pellegrino et al., 2015; VanVactor, 2015). In addition, Groves (2018) stressed the 




succession management capabilities framework with a focus on leadership development 
and mentoring. In my research, none of the universities addressed succession planning in 
the strategic plan, but participants did acknowledge the wisdom of integrating succession 
planning and strategic planning.  
Considering a Name Change 
From the initial name of executive continuity, succession planning has changed 
names several times and is used interchangeably at times with talent management 
(Sibbald, Wathen, & Kothari, 2017; Supraptiningsih, Payangan, Brasit, & Mardiana 
2018), talent development (Dalayga & Baskaran, 2019), succession planning 
management (Torabi, Karimi, & Nadi, 2019), and with succession management (Fadeyi 
et al., 2019; Groves, 2018, 2019). During my interviews, two participants believed that 
the faculty viewed the term succession planning unfavorably and recommended using a 
different term. The reason for this unfavorable view was that business identifies people to 
groom for select positions, which faculty members view as favoritism in higher education 
(Cavanaugh, 2017). Participant 3b had given the topic extensive thought and study before 
determining that the term succession management would be a good compromise. 
Succession management is a term that is widely recognized in the literature and 
becoming more prevalent. Participant 3b believed that the name was more comprehensive 
because planning is part of the process. Groves (2018) echoed this sentiment by defining 
succession management as a structured process that formalizes succession planning by 
identifying and preparing new leaders while retaining institutional knowledge through 




management because it aligns with the conceptual framework and encompasses the entire 
process. 
Project Description 
I developed a white paper in which I outlined the steps for implementation of 
succession planning based on the research findings supported by the literature which can 
be found in Appendix A. The white paper was constructed by using eight key points from 
my research and from the literature to highlight ideas for change to provide higher 
education leaders with a guide for the introduction of formal succession planning and to 
increase the chances of success. These key areas are:  
 creating a positive culture; 
 fostering inclusivity; 
 encouraging leadership development; 
 working with shared governance; 
 providing time and resources; 
 finding a champion; 
 including succession planning in strategic planning; and 
 evaluating internal vs. external candidates. 
If leaders read the white paper and decide to implement succession planning, then 
leaders will first need to educate coworkers, faculty, and staff about the process of 
succession planning and how the implementation of it will benefit the organization. 





Time is a barrier. Leaders at higher education institutions are required by 
accrediting organizations to engage in strategic planning and could therefore merge 
succession planning with strategic planning to be more efficient with time. For the 
implementation of succession planning to be successful, it will require leaders willing to 
champion the process, an effort which will require time and a willingness to become 
knowledgeable about succession planning. The difficulty of finding leaders willing to put 
forth the effort to learn more about succession planning and champion the cause could be 
a barrier to implementation.  
Time for meetings and learning about succession planning represents a cost in 
terms of salary and time lost working on other projects, and it represents the largest 
expense. Leadership development is another expense when considering succession 
planning. All of the universities in my research were already investing in leadership 
development, and the majority expressed a desire to invest more, therefore minimizing 
this barrier.  
Implementing a succession planning process would take a minimum of a year if 
the process was properly integrated into the strategic planning process and was part of the 
strategic plan. The first 3 months would involve educating stakeholders and recruiting 
champions. In Months 3 through 9, leaders’ and stakeholders’ time would be spent 
deciding on what areas of the succession planning process to focus on, with the 
development of a plan to address the required changes based on the decisions made. The 
final 3 months would revolve around securing any needed resources identified after the 




Implementation time and success will vary depending on the willingness of the 
institutional leaders to embrace the process and to dedicate the necessary time and 
required resources.  
I propose to submit the project to the participants after approval from my 
committee with follow-up emails to the study participants two weeks after sending the 
white paper. This 2 week delay will allow time for participants to have read the material 
and to allow an opportunity to receive feedback, both negative and positive, and to 
answer questions from participants about the white paper. I am responsible for sending 
the white paper and soliciting feedback. If participants send feedback to recommend 
changes to the white paper, I will make changes based on that feedback and send a 
revised version back to participants. 
Project Evaluation Plan 
To evaluate the efficacy of the project, I will send an email to each participant 
from the study, requesting feedback after allowing the leader enough time to read and 
contemplate the white paper. The key stakeholders of this project are the leaders, faculty, 
and staff in higher education. The goal of the evaluation of my project is to improve this 
white paper so that it can be useful to any leaders in higher education who are interested 
in implementing succession planning. I can supply further information if requested and 
can make changes to the white paper based on the feedback. A survey tends toward 
generalization. However, I am seeking input that is more specific to develop the best 
possible guidance on succession planning, which is why I am requesting direct feedback. 




feelings. Consequently, it will be important to clarify the desire to receive both positive 
and negative feedback in an attempt to improve the project. 
Project Implications  
Every participant interviewed stated that succession planning was essential to 
increase retention of current employees, maintain institutional history and knowledge, 
and promote business continuity. These same participants noted that each one of the five 
universities in this study was consistently only using the leadership development part of 
the process. Eight of ten participants lacked an understanding of the succession planning 
process. Providing a white paper that offers practical information on how to overcome 
barriers and then to implement succession planning has the potential to improve 
opportunities for employees at those universities while increasing retention of employees 
and institutional knowledge. Creating robust applicant pools ensures that the university 
leaders can hire the best-qualified applicants, whether they are internal or external 
candidates. Hiring strong candidates and maintaining institutional knowledge improves 
the student experience and creates a culture that encourages opportunities and growth. 
These approaches both represent a positive social change for all stakeholders of the 
university. 
The other potential for positive social change is in the creation of a culture that is 
positive and includes leadership who encourage the development of all employees. 
Continued career development and a supportive, positive culture improve job satisfaction 




quality of life for faculty, staff, students, and leaders, which would then also have a 
positive effect on students.  
Implementing successful succession planning will require an organizational 
change in stages from forecasting, the retention of faculty and staff through leadership 
development, and linking succession planning to strategic plans. University leaders may 
want to consider changing the name to succession management to encapsulate the entire 
process and to decrease prejudice against the change. I will present the white paper with 
the name changed to succession management to prevent confusion on the part of the 
reader. Participants in this study and researchers in the literature agree that succession 
planning is beneficial for higher education and can bring positive changes on several 





Section 4: Reflections and Conclusions 
Project Strengths and Limitations 
This study included all state universities in the state I studied, which is a strength. 
Another strength was involving two leaders from each university who work in upper 
administration and have a comprehensive perspective of academic affairs and human 
resources. A limitation was the lack of diversity of higher education settings in this 
Western state because all institutions in this study were nonprofit state universities. 
Another limitation was that I conducted this study in one state, which may not be 
representative of other states. Although the leaders were a strength, the fact that I 
interviewed only two people from each university was a limitation. Qualitative studies 
lack generalizability because of the small number of cases examined. 
A strength of this project was the development of a white paper using the research 
findings and basing recommendations on the current literature. These findings may be an 
encouragement for higher education leaders to consider the potential changes required to 
implement succession management from different perspectives and to move forward in a 
way that is most appropriate for their institution. Two potential weaknesses of this project 
were that (a) leaders may not find time to read a white paper and (b) a paper lacks the 
impact of face-to-face training. 
Recommendations for Alternative Approaches 
Another approach to the project would have been developing training to deliver 
the findings of my study. Training would have provided a more personalized and hands-




developed in this project as the basis for training or guidance if university leaders were 
interested. I can also publish articles to disseminate the knowledge I obtained. Although I 
believe publication would be valuable, a white paper is more likely to have an impact by 
being condensed and designed to provide guidance. 
Scholarship, Project Development and Evaluation, and Leadership and Change 
During this doctoral journey, I learned more than I expected. I learned the 
expected skills of research and the process that is involved with research, but more 
importantly I grew as a writer and found a desire to do more research. I chose succession 
planning based on an interview in an early class with a dean at my university who 
expressed concerns about who would be the next generation of leaders. I did not have a 
topic that I felt passionate about, but as I looked at the literature, I found succession 
planning to be satisfying to study. I grew passionate about this topic as time went on, but 
if I could go back in time, I would have chosen to examine women’s experiences in 
leadership. As I was reading the literature and speaking with leaders, I was surprised that 
leaders of four of the five universities spoke of gender bias. One participant spoke about 
men and women getting the same training, but men were receiving more opportunities to 
have leadership experiences, which gave the men an advantage in hiring. Another 
participant spoke about a lack of women at the boardroom table and how important that 
representation is. I enjoyed hearing about the leadership journey of all the participants, 
but I particularly enjoyed hearing about the trials faced by women. Going forward, I 




Specific to my study, I learned about qualitative research and case studies. During 
classwork, I enjoyed the qualitative research class and found it the most challenging of all 
the classes I had taken. As I prepared my prospectus and proposal, I read extensively 
about the types of qualitative research to determine how to do my study. I like qualitative 
research because of the storytelling quality and learning about a person’s perspective or 
beliefs. During my research, I asked about each leader’s individual experience in 
leadership so I could better understand whether people had set out to be leaders, or if they 
had developed into leaders over time by happenstance. One participant had set about 
being a leader in high school, while the rest of the participants experienced mentoring 
and encouragement by others to consider leadership during their careers. This lack of 
knowledge or interest in leadership mirrored what I read in the literature. It reinforced the 
importance of leadership development as part of succession planning to help people 
discover their talents and passion for leadership. 
Conceptual and theoretical frameworks were a part of research that made sense 
only in a vague manner when I started my proposal. However, when I received feedback 
that I should only be using one theory for my conceptual framework, I bought a textbook 
on conceptual and theoretical frameworks and started reading. The conceptual framework 
I had developed for my proposal felt right to me, but I was unable to defend my choices 
or explain why I believed it was correct. As I read the textbook for the second time, I 
finally felt comfortable explaining my choices. I was also able to appreciate the doctoral 
process of education, where I am investing in becoming a scholar practitioner and 




As I finished my research, I learned that the researchers in the literature were 
correct about the lack of succession planning in higher education. However, I also 
learned that the problem was more nuanced than when I conducted my first literature 
review. As I look back, I would have structured my interview questions differently 
because I created redundancy, which made the work of data analysis more time-
consuming. I was my own biggest obstacle throughout the entire process. From taking on 
too many responsibilities at a time, not reading the directions, and generating my own 
anxiety and mental blocks, I made this journey longer and more challenging. However, I 
learned that I am capable and that I can make a difference through research and my work 
as a scholar practitioner.  
Reflection on Importance of the Work 
The reason that I chose this topic was because of a leader identifying a concern 
about upcoming leaders and a lack of replacements, which caused my interest to grow as 
I read about the importance of succession planning and also about the lack of succession 
planning in higher education. I struggled to understand why, if succession planning was 
so valuable, higher education leaders rarely used or understood the process. I read many 
articles that addressed a lack of practical guidance to help leaders understand the process 
of succession planning and to give those leaders the necessary tools to implement 
successful succession planning.  
Succession planning and succession management are becoming more important 
topics. Research on these processes had increased markedly during the time I was 




available articles gave me hope because many times during this journey, I wondered if 
my topic was important enough or if I were one of the few who saw the value. I believe 
that this research and my project are valuable, and they can help higher education leaders. 
Implications, Applications, and Directions for Future Research 
Succession planning has proven to be an interesting topic and is one that deserves 
more attention. In recent years, scholars have started to conduct more research on 
succession planning, which allowed me to find more articles at the end of my doctoral 
journey than at the beginning. I would like to see more research done on the successful 
implementation of succession planning to provide more explicit guidance and examples 
of how succession planning can work in higher education. Researchers could examine 
different types of higher education institutions such as technical colleges, community 
colleges, and proprietary institutions to acquire a more comprehensive view. I would also 
like to see research on how succession planning can help institutions become more 
inclusive and diverse. If leaders use succession planning correctly, it is possible to 
increase the number of women and minorities in leadership roles to reflect society. 
Conclusion 
Succession planning has the potential to increase internal pools of candidates and 
improve inclusivity when institutions implement this process. Through my study, I 
discovered that although no state universities in one U.S. Western state were using any 
formal succession planning, every participant verbalized the importance of succession 
planning and a desire to do more. I learned that succession planning is a process that 




learned about conceptual and theoretical frameworks, case studies, and the iterative 
process of qualitative studies. I experienced personal growth, which has increased my 
confidence in my writing. I have enjoyed the process and have discovered an interest in 
finding out more about women’s experiences in leadership. I am grateful for the process 





Acree-Hamann, C. (2016). A call to action: Succession planning needed. Newborn & 
Infant Reviews, 16, 161-163. doi:10.1053/j.nainr.2016.07.001 
Ahmad, R. B., Mohamed, A. M., & Manaf, H. B. (2017). The relationship between 
transformational leadership characteristic and succession planning program in the 
Malaysian public sector. International Journal of Asian Social Science, 7(1), 19-
30. doi:10.18488/journal.i/2017.7.1/1.1.19.30 
Allcorn, S., Stein, H. F., & Duncan, C. M. (2018). The fallacy of selecting the right 
person for the job. International Journal of Leadership and Change, 6(1), 67-74. 
Retrieved from https://digitalcommons.wku.edu/ijlc/vol6/iss1/8 
American Council on Education. (2017). American college president study. Retrieved 
from http://www.acenet.edu/news-room/Pages/American-College-President-
Study.aspx 
Babbie, E. (2017). The basics of social research (7th ed.). Boston, MA: Cengage 
Learning. 
Bailey, K. D., & Cardin, S. (2018). Engagement in nursing: One organization’s success. 
Nursing Administration, 42(3), 223-230. doi:10.1097/NAQ.0000000000000296 
Barnett, R., & Davis, S. (2008). Creating greater success in succession planning. 
Advances in Developing Human Resources, 10(5), 721-739. 
doi:10.1177/1523422308322277 
Barrett, P., Gaskins, J., & Haug, J. (2019). Higher education under fire: Implementing 




Change Management, 32(1), 164-180. doi:10.1108/jocm-04-2018-0098 
Bass, B. M. (1990). From transactional to transformational leadership: Learning to share 
the vision. Organizational Dynamics, 18(3), 19-31. doi:10.1016/0090-
2616(90)90061-S 
Bass, B. M. (1997). Does the transactional-transformational leadership paradigm 
transcend organizational and national boundaries? American Psychologist, 52(2), 
130-139. doi:10.1037//0003-066x.52.2.130 
Bayram, H., & Dinc, S. (2015). Role of transformational leadership on employee’s job 
satisfaction: The case of private universities in Bosnia and Herzegovina. 
European Researcher, 93(4), 270-281. doi:10.13187/er.2015.93.270 
Boerner, H. (2015). Game plan: Colleges share a page from their playbooks that 
addresses the looming leadership crisis. Community College Journal, 85(6), 20-
24. Retrieved from Thoreau Multi-Database Search (Walden University). 
Bowen, G. A. (2009). Document analysis as a qualitative research method. Qualitative 
Research Journal, 9(2), 27-40. doi:10.3316/QRJ0902027 
Bugg, K. (2016). Creating the leadership you seek: Five leadership development 
activities that will cultivate leadership from within your library. C&RL News, 
77(10), 492-495. doi:10.5860/crln.77.10.9569 
Burkholder, G. J., Cox, K. A., & Crawford, L. M. (Eds.). (2016). The scholar-
practitioner’s guide to research design. [Apple Edition]. Retrieved from 
mbsdirect.vitalsource.com 




Higher Education, 41(3), 27-33. Retrieved from https://www.scup.org/learning-
resources/planning-for-higher-education-journal/  
Capuano, T. A. (2013). Achieving succession planning and implementation: One 
healthcare network’s story. Healthcare Management Forum, 26(3), 136-144. 
doi:10.1016/j.hcmf.2013.06.003 
Cavanaugh, J. C. (2017). Who will lead? The success of succession planning. Journal of 
Management Policy and Practice, 18(2), 22-27.  Retrieved from 
http://www.digitalcommons.www.na-
businesspress.com/JMPP/CavanaughJC_Web18_2_.pdf  
Chaturvedi, V. (2016). Talent analytics as an indispensable tool and an emerging facet of 
HR for organizational building. FIIB Business Review, 5(3), 13-20. doi: 
10.1177/2455265820160302 
Cortez, M. (2017, November 7). Utah higher education now has 2 presidential searches 
on plate. Deseret News, p. A4. 
Cortez, M. (2018, January 19). Weber State president to step down June 30. Deseret 
News, p. A4. 
Covella, G., McCarthy, V., Kaifi, B., & Cocoran, D. (2017). Leadership’s role in 
employee retention. Business Management Dynamics, 7(5), 1-15. Retrieved from 
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/322297243_Leadership’s_Role_in_Emp
loyee_Retention 
Cullen, M. (2018, Feb 7). How to write and format a white paper: The definitive guide. 





Dalayga, B., & Baskaran, S. (2019). Talent development practices: Does it really matter. 
International Journal of Academic Research in Business & Social Sciences, 9(6), 
896-906. doi.10.6007/IJARBSS/v9-i6/6050 
Darvish, H., & Temelie, Z. N. (2014). A study on the relationship between succession 
planning and strategic planning. Case study: Payame Noor University of Aleshtar. 
Economic Insights-Trends and Challenges, 3(66), 11-24. Retrieved from 
http://www.upg-bulletin-se.ro/archive/2014-1/2.Darvish_Temelie.pdf 
Davis, G. P. (2017). Institutional capacity: Preparing leaders for the future. Retrieved 
from http://www.acenet.edu/news-room/Pages/Preparing-Leaders-for-the-
Future.aspx 
Day, C., Gu, Q., & Sammons, P. (2016). The impact of leadership on student outcomes: 
How successful school leaders use transformational and instructional strategies to 
make a difference. Educational Administration Quarterly, 52(2), 221-258. 
doi:10.1177/0013161X15616863 
Dejean, J. S. (2015). Synching the law to resolve the disconnection between awareness 
and action in legally mandated diversity hiring practices in higher education 
institutions. Journal of Research Administration, 46(2), 34-54. Retrieved from 
https://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/EJ1156092.pdf 
Denna, E. (2014). The business model of higher education. Educause Review, 49(2), 62-
63. Retrieved from https://net.educause.edu/ir/library/pdf/ERM1427.pdf 




leader experience on post succession organizational performance. Human 
Resource Management, 55(6), 967-984. doi:10.1002/hrm.21700 
Devault, G. (2018, May 17). Establishing trustworthiness in qualitative research: What 
are qualitative research processes? The Balance; Small Business. Retrieved from 
https://www.thebalancesmb.com/establishing-trustworthiness-in-qualitative-
research-2297042 
DeVilbiss, J. (2017, Fall). An evening of firsts: From cowboy boots to high heels. 
News@USU, pp. 4-5. 
DeZure, D., Shaw, A., & Rojewski, J. (2014). Cultivating the next generation of 
academic leaders: Implications for administrators and faculty. Change: The 
Magazine of Higher Learning, 46(1), 6-12. doi:10.1080/00091383.2013.842102 
Eddy, P. (2013). Developing leaders: The role of competencies in rural community 
colleges. Community College Review, 41, 20-43. doi:10.1177/0091552112471557 
Fadeyi, O., Oladele, K., Imhonopi, D., & Nwachukwu, C. (2019). Analyzing succession 
management practice in the context of organizational survival: A qualitative 
approach. International Journal for Quality Research, 13(2), 413-432. 
doi:10.24874/IJQR13.02-11 
Faupel, S., & Süß, S. (2019). The effect of transformational leadership on employees 
during organizational change-An empirical analysis. Journal of Change 
Management, 19(3), 145-166. doi:10.1081/14697017.2018.1447006 
Ferris, S. P., Jayaraman, N., & Lim, J. (2015). Six decades of CEO successions: The 




Fleuriet, C. A., & Williams, M. L. (2015). Improving institutional credibility: 
Communication as the centerpiece of planning in the age of accountability. 
Educational Planning, 22(1), 67-84.  
Fray, B., & Sherman, R. O. (2017). Best practices for nurse leaders: Succession planning. 
Professional Case Management, 22(2), 88-94. 
doi:10.1097/NCM.0000000000000214 
Gigliotti, R. A., & Ruben, B. D. (2017). Preparing higher education leaders: A 
conceptual, strategic, and operational approach. Journal of Leadership Education, 
16(1), 96-114. doi:1012806/V16/l1/T1 
Groves, K. (2018). Confronting an inconvenient truth: Developing succession 
management capabilities for the inevitable loss of executive talent. 
Organizational Dynamics, 47(3), 1-13. doi:10.1016/j.orgdyn.2018.07.001 
Groves, K. (2019). Examining the impact of succession management practices on 
organizational performance: A national study of U.S. hospitals. Health Care 
Management Review, 44(4), 356-365. doi:10.1097/HMR.0000000000000176 
Hargreaves, A., & Fink, D. (2003). Sustaining leadership. Phi Delta Kappan, 84(9), 693-
700. doi:10.1177/003172170308400910 
Harris, M. S., & Ellis, M. K. (2018). Exploring involuntary presidential turnover in 
American higher education. The Journal of Higher Education, 89(3), 294-317. 
doi:10.1080/00221546.2017.1390969 
Hempsall, K. (2014). Developing leadership in higher education: Perspectives from the 




Management, 36(4), 383-394. doi:10.1080/1360080X.2014.916468 
Hewitt, K., Davis, A., & Lashley, C. (2014). Transformational and transformative 
leadership in a research-informed leadership preparation program. Journal of 
Research on Leadership Education, 9(3), 225-253. 
doi:10.1177/1942775114552329 
Hosseini, N., Pourkiyani, M., & Sheikhi, A. (2019). A competency-based succession 
planning model with respect to adjusting role of organizational culture in 
telecommunication infrastructure company of Iran. International Transaction 
Journal of Engineering, Management, & Applied Sciences & Technology, 10(12), 
1-11. doi:10.14456/ITJEMAST.2019.162 
Hughes, C. (2018). Conclusion: Diversity intelligence as a core of diversity training and 
leadership development. Advances in Developing Human Resources, 20(3), 370-
378. doi:10.1177/1523422318778025 
Humphreys, C., & Blenkinsop, S. (2017). White paper concerning philosophy of 
education and environment. Studies in Philosophy & Education, 36(3), 243-264. 
doi: 10.1007/s11217-017-9567-2 
Ishak, A. K., & Kamil, B. A. (2016). Succession planning at higher education 
institutions: Leadership style, career development and knowledge management 
practices as its predictors. International Review of Management and Marketing, 
6(S7), 214-220. Retrieved from https://www.researchgate.net/ 
Keller, K. (2018). Building the case for succession planning in higher education: A study 




Universities system (Doctoral dissertation). Retrieved from 
http://repository.stcloudstate.edu/hied_etds 
Klein, M. F., & Salk, R. J. (2013). Presidential succession planning: A qualitative study 
in private higher education. Journal of Leadership & Organizational Studies, 
20(3), 335-345. doi:10.1177/1548051813483836 
Koester, J., & Martinez, A. (2016). Closing the gap: Leadership development and 
succession planning in public higher education. Retrieved from American 
Association of State Colleges and Universities (AASCU) website: 
www.aascu.org/paper/ClosingtheGap/ 
Krell, E. (2015). Weighing internal vs. external hires. Society of Human Resource 
Management. Retrieved from www.shrm.org 
Kumaran, M. (2015). Succession planning process that includes visible minority 
librarians. Library Management, 36(6/7), 434-447. doi:/10.1108/LM-12-2014-
0138 
Kutchner, W., & Kleschick, P. (2016). Mentoring in higher education administration. 
College & University, 91(4), 41-46. Retrieved from Thoreau Multi-Database 
Search (Walden University). 
Larcker, D. F., & Saslow, S. (2014). 2014 Report on senior executive succession 
planning and talent development. Institute of Executive Development and 






Lewis, L. J. (2013). Capturing tacit knowledge through strategic succession planning: A 
phenomenological explication (Doctoral dissertation). Available from ProQuest. 
(3557881) 
Luna, G. (2012). Planning for an American higher education leadership crisis: The 
succession issue for administrators. International Leadership Journal, 4(1), 56-
79. doi:10.1080/10668921003723144 
Mahler, W. F., & Wrightnour, W. F. (1973). Executive continuity: How to build and 
retain an effective management team. Homewood, IL: Dow Jones-Irwin. 
Martin, R. (2016). Mere vehicles: A white paper. Distance Learning, 13(3), 53-56. 
Retrieved from https://www.infoagepub.com/distance-learning.html 
Mate, S. E., McDonald, M., & Do, T. (2019). The barriers and enablers to career and 
leadership development: An exploration of women’s stories in two work cultures. 
International Journal of Organizational Analysis, 27(4), 857-874. 
doi:10.1108/IJOA-07-2018-1475 
McKee, G., & Froelich, K. (2016). Executive succession planning: Barriers and 
substitutes in nonprofit organizations. Annals of Public and Cooperative 
Economics, 87(4), 587-601. doi:10.1111/apce.12129 
McNair, D. E. (2015). Deliberate disequilibrium: Preparing for a community college 
presidency. Community College Review, 43(1), 72-88. 
doi:10.1177/0091552114554831 
Morrin, A. (2013). Factors that are important to succession planning: A case study of one 




Retrieved from www.senecacollege.ca/quarterly/ 
Newhall, S. (2015). Aligning the talent development and succession planning processes: 
Don’t allow critical leadership talent to fall by the wayside. Development and 
Learning in Organizations, 29(5), 3-6. https://doi.org/10.1108/DLO-04-2015-
0043 
Ngcamu, B. S. (2019). Succession planning and leadership development in a faculty of 
health sciences. Global Journal of Health Sciences, 11(11), 101-108. 
doi:10.5539/gjhs.v11n11p101 
Palumbo, R., & Manna, R. (2019). Making educational organizations able to change: A 
literature review. International Journal of Educational Management, 33(4), 734-
752. doi:10.1108/IJEM-02-2018-0051 
Parylo, O., & Zepeda, S. J. (2015). Connecting principal succession and professional 
learning. Journal of School Leadership, 25, 940-968. Retrieved from 
doi:10.1177/105268461502500506 
Patton, C. (2013). Higher ed succession planning: Who will follow the leader? University 
Business Magazine. Retrieved from www.universitybusiness.com/article/higher-
ed-succession-planning-who-will-follow-leader 
Pellegrino, J. L., Snyder, C., Crutchfield, N., Curtis, C. M., & Pringle, E. (2015). 
Leveraging institutional knowledge for student success: Promoting academic 
advisors. Perspective: Policy and Practice in Higher Education, 19(4), 135-141. 
doi:10.1080/13603108.2015.10801302 




district. Journal of School Leadership, 21, 64-86. Retrieved from 
https://journals.sagepub.com/home/jsl 
Peters-Hawkins, A., Reed, L., & Kingsberry, F. (2018). Dynamic leadership succession: 
Strengthening urban principal succession planning. Urban Education, 53(1), 26-
54. doi:10.1177/0042085916682575 




Raispor, A., Tadbiri, S., Afsharnejad, A., & Sadeh, E. (2018). Effective strategies for the 
establishment of integration model for succession planning and career progression 
path of Iranian Azad universities administrators. Advances in Mathematical 
Finance Applications, 3(2), 97-112. Retrieved from http://amfa.iau-
arak.ac.ir/article_540834.html 
Ravitch, S. M., & Carl, N. M. (2016). Qualitative research: Bridging the conceptual, 
theoretical, and methodological. [MBSdirect.net]. Retrieved from 
mbsdirect.vitalsource.com 
Ravitch, S. M., & Riggan, M. (2017). Reason & rigor: How conceptual frameworks 
guide research (2nd ed.). Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage. 
Richards, R. C. (2016). Succession planning in higher education: The influence of culture 
on the succession process in a community college (Doctoral dissertation). 




Rothwell, W. J. (2010). Effective succession planning: Ensuring leadership continuity 
and building talent from within (4th ed.). New York, NY: American Management 
Association. 
Ruben, B. D., & Gigliotti, R. A. (2017). Are higher education institutions and their 
leadership needs unique? The vertical versus horizontal perspective. Higher 
Education Review, 49(3), 27-52. Retrieved from 
https://pdfs.semanticscholar.org/b571/3df45745d4b8951d36153eb5a9d5ee6ededd
.pdf 
Russell, J. L., & Sabina, L. L. (2014). Planning for principal succession: A conceptual 
framework for research and practice. Journal of School Leadership, 24(4), 599-
639. doi: 10.1177/105268461402400402. 
Saldana, J. (2014). The coding manual for qualitative researchers (3rd ed.). Los Angeles, 
CA: Sage Publications. 
Schepker, D. J., Kim, Y., Patel, P. C., Thatcher, S. M., & Campion, M. C. (2017). CEO 
succession, strategic change, and post-succession performance: A meta-analysis. 
The Leadership Quarterly, 28(6), 701-720. doi:10.1016/j.leaqua.2017.03.001 
Schepker, D. J., Nyberg, A. J., Ulrich, M. D., & Wright, P. M. (2018). Planning for future 
leadership: Procedural rationality, formalized succession processes, and CEO 
influence in CEO succession planning. Academy of Management Journal, 61(2), 
523-552. doi: 10.5465/amj.2016.0071 
Sibbald, S. L., Wathen, N., & Kothari, A. (2017). Managing knowledge in transitions: 




Manager, 36(3), 231-237. doi.10.1097/HCM.0000000000000167 
Sinha, S., & Hanuscin, D. L. (2017). Development of teacher leadership identity: A 
multiple case study. Teaching and Teacher Education, 63, 356-371. 
doi:10.1016/j.tate.2017.01.004 
Smith, A. A. (2016, May 20). Tension at the top. Inside Higher Ed. Retrieved from 
https://www.insidehighered.com/news/2016/05/20/many-community-college-
presidencies-are-upheaval 
Stone, G. L., & Major, C. H. (2014). Perceived value of university-based continuing 
education leadership development programs for administrators. The Journal of 
Continuing Higher Education, 62(1), 3-16. doi:10.1080/07377363.2014.872014 
Supraptiningsih, Payangan, O., Brasit, N., & Mardiana, R. (2018). Effects of talent 
management, leadership style and motivation on employee performance in 
information technology industries in West Jakarta and West Java, Indonesia. 
Scientific Research Journal, 6(11), 20-26. 
doi:10.31364/SCIRJ/v6i11.2018.P1118578 
Snyder, K., Ingelsson, P., & Bäckström, I. (2018). Using design thinking to support 
value-based leadership for sustainable quality development. Business Process 
Management Journal, 24(6), 1289–1301. doi:10.1108/BPMJ-02-2018-0045 
Tekniepe, R. J. (2014). Linking occupational pressures of college presidents to 
presidential turnover. Community College Review, 42(2), 143-159. 
doi:10.1177/0091552113516671 




transition. New York, NY: Penguin Group. 
Timms, M. (2016a). Fix broken recruiting with succession planning. Industrial 
Management, 58(5), 22-27. Retrieved from https://www.questia.com/read/1P3-
4215673001/fix-broken-recruiting-with-succession-planning 
Timms, M. (2016b). Succession planning that works. Victoria, BC, Canada: Friesen 
Press. 
Torabi, N., Karimi, F., & Nadi, M. A. (2019). Strategies for succession planning in 
universities: A mixed-methods analysis. Malaysian Online Journal of 
Educational Management, 7(2), 46-71. doi.10.22452/mojem/vol7no2.3 
Tucker, B. A. (2017, December 10). Appointments, resignations, deaths. The Chronicle 
of Higher Education. Retrieved from 
https://www.chronicle.com/article/Appointments-Resignations/242000 
Tucker, B. A. (2018, January 21). Appointments, resignations, deaths. The Chronicle of 
Higher Education. Retrieved from 
https://www.chronicle.com/article/Appointments-Resignations/242268 
Utah millennials becoming larger, more diverse population. (2015, June 27). KSL.com. 
Retrieved from https://www.ksl.com/index.php?nid=481&sid=35227753 
VanVactor, J. D. (2015). Healthcare succession management: Are we ready? 
International Journal of Public Leadership, 11(2), 107-122. doi:10.1108/IJPL-11-
2014-0021 
Walesby, A. (2013, November 5). Future hiring trends in higher education: What 




Retrieved from www.higheredjobs.com 
Wallin, T. (2017). A transformational essential: Begin succession planning on hire. 
Retrieved from www.wallinenterprises.com 
Winkler, K., & Wagner, B. (2018). The relevance of knowledge management in context 
of leadership. Journal of Applied Leadership and Management, 5, 1-7. Retrieved 
from http://www.journal-alm.org/article/view/18134 






Appendix A: The Project 
 

















Succession Management Capabilities Framework ......................................................91 
Create a Positive Culture ...................................................................................................92 
Encourage Leadership Development ...........................................................................93 
Foster Inclusivity .........................................................................................................94 
Work with Shared Governance ....................................................................................96 
Provide Time and Resources .............................................................................................97 
Find a Champion ..........................................................................................................98 
Include Succession Planning in the Strategic Plan ............................................................98 
Evaluate Internal versus External Candidates ....................................................................99 
Conclusion .......................................................................................................................101 







Succession management (also known as succession planning) is a process of 
anticipating or forecasting future personnel needs while implementing development 
programs to retain current employees to fill critical positions in the future without losing 
institutional knowledge and history to ensure optimal functioning of the institution 
(Darvish & Temelie, 2014; Rothwell, 2010). I will use this white paper to outline key 
ideas for implementing successful succession management in higher education, as 
identified through research and available literature on the topic. 
Leaders in higher education may not have heard the term succession planning, 
and I demonstrated through my research that not a single state university in a certain U.S. 
western state had leaders using formal succession management. As I reviewed the 
literature, I discovered that researchers echoed the findings of my research. All the 
leaders interviewed for this study spoke of the importance of succession management for 
retention of employees and institutional knowledge as well as the ability to increase the 
quality of candidates in job searches. In this time of increasing complexity, decreasing 
budgets, and ferocious competition for students, a strong and stable institution is 
incredibly valuable. Succession management is a useful tool to address these issues. 
Methodology 
The study used to provide data for this white paper was a qualitative case study 
where I examined five state universities in a certain Western state. The purpose was to 




each institution who were executive directors, provosts, or vice presidents. Two 
interviewees from different universities had formerly served as the president of their 
respective institutions. In one of the research questions I focused on successes and 
barriers to succession planning with a hope that the findings could enable insight into 
how to implement succession management in higher education. I coded and compared 
interviews, first at an institutional level and then at a state level. Leaders provided 
documents such as strategic plans, policies, and leadership development information from 
each institution showing how these administrators supported, verified, and (in one 
instance) refuted information obtained from the interviews. In this white paper I represent 
what I learned in my research and in the review of the literature. 
Succession Management Capabilities Framework 
Groves (2018) developed and subsequently validated (Groves, 2019) the 
succession management capabilities framework where he outlined the practices and 
outcomes of a robust succession management program. Groves (2018) designed this 
framework for business, but it is also applicable to higher education organizations. The 
framework consists of three main capabilities: a) enabling capabilities, b) assessment 
capabilities, and c) transition capabilities. Under each section of this document, I will 





Create a Positive Culture 
A large part of the succession management process is the retention of employees 
to keep talent and institutional knowledge within the organization. Creating a positive 
culture is arguably one of the most essential tools for retention that organizational leaders 
can use (Covella, McCarthy, Kaifi, & Cocoran, 2017) and possibly one of the most 
difficult of changes to implement. Leaders I interviewed in this study identified creating a 
positive culture as one method for overcoming barriers to implementing succession 
management.  
The next question is, how do you create a positive culture? Several leaders in this 
study mentioned transparency as a way of building trust to help improve the culture. 
Raispor, Tadbiri, Afsharnejad, and Sadeh (2018) and Covella et al. (2017) stressed the 
importance of trust in developing a positive culture and in securing a commitment from 
employees. Leaders from three of the five institutions spoke about the need for 
transparency and inclusiveness to foster trust. As an administrative team, it may be worth 
considering transformational leadership training for all university leaders. The use of 
transformational leadership improves culture and increases trust and job satisfaction 



















2019). The development of trust and culture is subjective and requires time to work on 
behaviors and relationships. The creation of a positive culture takes a concentrated effort 
from administrative leaders over time with regular reevaluation to determine which 
interventions are successful and what else needs to change. Each institution is unique and 
has a different mission, and this individuality will require leaders to adapt interventions to 
meet those differences and challenges.  
Encourage Leadership Development 
All three areas of the succession management capabilities framework involve 
leadership development and are integral to the creation of a positive culture and the 
retention of employees. Leaders at the universities in this study were having success with 
leadership development, but all participants identified a need to improve leadership 
development. Kutchner and Kleschick (2016) found that many organizational leaders 
were struggling to attract top performers and that creating leadership development and 
mentoring programs was a way to improve the culture and develop internal talent. If 
leaders can establish internal expertise, then the organization becomes less dependent on 
recruiting external talent. The development of internal talent requires that the leaders in 
an organization focus on leadership development and retention of faculty and staff to be 
successful.  
Another part of leadership development to consider is mentoring. Every leader in 
my study spoke of the positive impact of mentoring on their careers. Mentoring is 
commonly informal, and mentoring relationships can develop when leaders recognize the 




succession management can be more effective if the design of formal mentoring helps 
leaders and potential leaders increase skills and institutional knowledge. For example, 
members of the board can provide mentoring to university executives to expand 
executives and board members’ understanding of each other’s roles (Larcker & Saslow, 
2014). Mentoring is vital as employees strive to grow and to learn new roles, and it is 
crucial for leaders to have the support and opportunity to ask questions or seek input from 
peers as they transition into new positions. 
Two leaders in my study identified the need to provide salary increases as part of 
a retention plan. Raises may or may not be an option for organizations with limited 
budgets. Aside from raising wages, development and training are among the most 
important ways to improve the retention of employees (Dalayga & Baskaran, 2019). 
Dalayga and Baskaran (2019) found that career development and training opportunities 
strongly correlated to an intention for an employee to stay at an organization. While 
every university in the study had leadership development opportunities, leaders in my 
research believed that there could always be more training, mentoring, or other skill 
development opportunities than they had been offering. Leadership development is a way 
to provide opportunities for networking, mentoring, and experience, which increase 
awareness of opportunities and improve retention of employees (Kutchner & Kleschick, 
2016). 
Foster Inclusivity 
When developing a succession plan, it is essential for leaders to consider diversity 




universities in this study identified gender bias as an issue in higher education leadership. 
Mate, McDonald, and Do (2019) found mentoring and networking to be a vital 
component in the career advancement of women. Leaders in my study identified 
leadership development programs for women as providing an opportunity for networking 
and the possible genesis of mentoring relationships. Encouraging minority and diverse 
employees to participate in leadership development can assist those employees in finding 
and fostering leadership talents that the employee may have been previously unaware of 
and could also provide a more diverse leadership bench strength for the organization. In 
addition, mentors of diverse populations help promote diversity and inclusivity for all 
employees (Dejean, 2015). 
While these programs are valuable for women, men may feel left out if a variety 
of leadership development opportunities are not available. Inclusivity is important at all 
levels, and care taken to give all faculty and staff opportunities to learn, grow, and to 
experience leadership if the person is willing and able. Dejean (2015) demonstrated that 
employers tend to hire people that are of a similar race and gender. In addition to 
unconscious bias, there is a gap between knowing what diversity is and knowing how to 
communicate with diverse employees, which is a lack of diversity intelligence (Hughes, 
2018). Leadership must make a concentrated effort to bring awareness and training to 
help all employees increase diversity intelligence, which could bridge the communication 
gap and help create a more inclusive culture (Hughes, 2018). This lack of diversity 
intelligence is an area in which human resources and administration must work together 




Work with Shared Governance 
Barriers identified by almost all leaders interviewed were faculty distrust of 
administration and shared governance. These two barriers seemed intertwined as 
explained by participants in my research. Shared governance is part of what makes higher 
education different from other businesses but is often given as a reason for the belief that 
succession planning will not work for colleges and universities. Transformational 
leadership is relevant to talk about in regard to shared governance. Kuntz, Davies, and 
Naswall (2019) discovered that when leaders used a transformational leadership style, 
then they also improved a learning culture and increased organizational engagement of 
employees, which are vital parts of the enabling capabilities for succession management. 
Shared governance is also crucial for creating employee engagement (Bailey & Cardin, 
2018). Transformational leadership and shared governance are complementary and when 
used together, leaders can improve the culture to facilitate and sustain succession 
management by increasing trust and job satisfaction. 
When higher education leaders and faculty exercise shared governance, they 
increase the importance of involving all stakeholders in a discussion of the value in 
retaining good employees and institutional knowledge with leadership development to 
benefit the entire organization through succession management. For the sake of 
expediency and convenience, discussions can be carried out in conjunction with strategic 
planning and with the sharing of broader vision and values. This sharing conforms to the 
building of a positive culture by being transparent, building trust, and having shared 




identify champions within the faculty to communicate and share the vision of succession 
management. 
Provide Time and Resources 
 As always, the combination of a lack of time, prioritization, and resources creates 
a barrier to any proposed change. Succession management fails through administrations’ 
lack of a willingness to dedicate the necessary time and support to the initiative (Fadeyi, 
Oladele, Imhonopi, & Nwachukwu, 2019). Getting top administrators to understand the 
importance of succession management is the very first step in the entire process and is 
part of the enabling capability of the succession management capabilities framework 
(Groves, 2018). Leaders must give time at meetings to address and discuss issues relating 
to succession management. In addition, leaders and faculty need time to work on the 
implementation of changes related to succession management. Another consideration for 
time and resources is the need for employees to cross-train to vital positions. Allowing 
employees’ time to learn new roles can put a strain on departments while they work with 
reduced faculty or staff. However, the benefit of cross-training is increased retention of 
employees and institutional knowledge. The other benefit is having a strong applicant 
pool prepared with the necessary expertise when key positions open.  
  One of the most critical resources for success in organizational change is for 
administrators to identify a champion at a leadership level who can promote and guide 
the development and implementation of a succession management process. Designating 
one member of the administrative team to oversee and prioritize succession management 




Find a Champion 
Other leaders, faculty, and staff may not see the value or have an understanding of 
succession management. A champion provides a discussion of the value and explains the 
process to all stakeholders in the university. Having a dedicated champion is a 
commitment of time and resources for university leaders and therefore communicates that 
succession management is valued. Pellegrino, Snyder, Crutchfield, Curtis, and Pringle 
(2015) advise the recruitment of a small group of change leaders to bolster success with 
institutional change initiatives. The champion should recruit a small group of change 
leaders among administration, faculty, and faculty senate to help facilitate the 
implementation of succession planning and to increase buy-in with shared governance. 
Implementing succession management requires organizational change, so it is interesting 
to note that transformational leaders are more likely to champion change (Faupel & Süß, 
2019). Change champions can help employees see how the change can have a positive 
impact on them (Faupel & Süß, 2019).  
Include Succession Planning in the Strategic Plan 
 It is important to be systematic about succession planning by assuring its 
inclusion in the strategic plan. Participants in my study acknowledged that their strategic 
plan did not deal with succession planning. However, researchers who examined 
succession planning stressed the important link between succession planning and 
strategic planning for succession management to be successful. Pellegrino et al. (2015) 




that an incongruence developed between the desired outcome and reality. Administrators 
can use strategic plans to address forecasting, retention, inclusivity, and leadership 
development. In creating the desired culture for succession management, leaders may 
choose, directly or indirectly, to address interventions in the strategic plan. For example, 
leadership development is a key element that influences multiple parts of the succession 
management process. Therefore leaders will need to decide how best to address this topic 
in strategic planning. Identifying issues and solutions for succession planning within the 
strategic plan helps ensure that stakeholders address the desired changes at an 
institutional level and keep those issues and solutions at the forefront.  
Evaluate Internal versus External Candidates 
There were varied points of view expressed in the literature about whether to hire 
external or internal candidates. I found in my research that leaders believed that having a 
highly qualified internal candidate ensured a strong candidate pool, and this reality is 
therefore the highest likelihood of hiring the best candidate for the position, whether 
internally or externally. Allcorn, Stein, and Duncan (2018) remarked on the importance 
of an objective assessment of the necessary skills and requirements of the open position. 
While Groves (2018) recommended the use of “behavioral-based interviews for 
managerial roles that are aligned with leadership competencies” (p. 4). One study 
participant commented on the importance of understanding the requirements of the 
position to ensure hiring the best candidate. If it is not clear what the required skills and 
knowledge for the position entail, then it is doubtful that the best candidate will be hired 




to hire the best candidate also relates to retention. Hiring the candidate with the required 
skills and knowledge will promote retention through job satisfaction (Covella et al., 
2017).  
Transition capabilities become a priority after the selection and hiring of a 
candidate, and proper onboarding then becomes essential. New leaders hired from outside 
the organization have lower retention rates, so a robust onboarding program with 
mentoring and training will increase retention and productivity (Groves, 2018). Internal 
candidates come with institutional knowledge, but they must still receive formal 
orientation and mentoring to ensure maximum effectiveness in the role (Groves, 2018). 
An internal candidate comes with institutional knowledge, and an external 
candidate comes with a fresh perspective. There must be a clear understanding of the 
requirements of the open position for hiring the appropriate candidate. Once hired for the 
job, those conducting the onboarding process will facilitate a smooth transition to the role 
to help provide an understanding of the mission, vision, and culture of the organization. 
Having succession management process in place can enable leaders to ensure strong 
candidates during the hiring process and having a smooth transition with training and 
mentoring after hiring. Change is inevitable, and succession management is one tool 
leaders can use to reduce the disruption to faculty, staff, and students as well as to 






Leadership development is vital because of the ability to:  
 change the culture 
 improve retention 
 retain institutional knowledge 
 decrease dependence on the recruitment of outside talent 
 train new employees 
 work toward inclusivity 
These outcomes frequently overlap and influence each other from multiple angles. 
For example, fostering inclusivity improves the culture and retention rates and requires 
training and mentoring to increase awareness and skills around diversity. In addition, by 
implementing shared governance, leaders require that all stakeholders understand and 
participate in the succession management process. All of these positive outcomes explain 
why the integration of strategic planning and succession planning is necessary for 
succession management to be successful.  
Key Takeaways 
Top administrators must commit to the succession management process to succeed. 
Commitment is demonstrated by: 
 Generating a supportive, positive culture with a focus on development 




 Involvement in the mentoring and development of faculty and staff in the 
organization 
 Making the leadership development process open and transparent to foster inclusivity 
 Allowing employees release time to learn new roles or take leadership development 
training 
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Appendix B: Letter of Introduction 
Dear (insert name), 
My name is Amy Buckway, and I am an EdD student with Walden University in 
the Higher Education Leadership and Management track. I am interested in succession 
planning in higher education and would like to interview leaders at a dean level or higher 
level who have at least one year with the university.  
I would appreciate it if you could take one hour of your time to talk to me about 
succession planning in your institution. I feel this topic is important due to the complexity 
of leadership in higher education and the importance of educating and mentoring new 
leaders to keep an institution functioning at its highest level. As I have researched this 
topic, I have noted in the literature a lack of research on the topic. The research that is 
available shows a lack of succession planning with a possible leadership crisis looming 
for higher education.  
 I appreciate your taking time to help me further my education and learn more 
about how to promote leadership in higher education. If you are willing to be 
interviewed, then please email me at amy.Buckway@waldenu.edu or call at 801-497-







Appendix C: Interview Protocol 
Start interview protocol with quick explanation of what succession planning is: 
Succession planning is a process that uses forecasting to determine potential 
losses of current leaders due to retirement, promotion, or other reasons. This is in 
conjunction with an effort to retain current employees and leaders through leadership 
development, coaching, and mentoring. Lastly, this is a planning process that lays out the 
forecasting of leadership needs and developing new leaders. This process is integrated 
with the strategic plan to ensure organizational knowledge is retained to prevent lost 
productivity or create issues for employees and students. 
Demographics: 
Sex: M or F 
Age: 20-30, 30-40, 40-50, 50-60, 60-70, 70+ 
RQ 1: In what ways are state universities in a Western state using succession 
planning? 
Describe what kind of succession planning this university does, if you know.  
Describe any types of informal succession planning currently being done at the university 
if you know. 
What is the institution currently doing to prepare for departing leaders?  
How does university leadership forecast potential leadership changes?  
Describe both the formal and informal leadership development programs in place.  
How do faculty and staff learn about leadership development opportunities? 




How does the strategic plan address succession planning issues (such as forecasting 
changes and leadership development)? 
What kind of documentation is available related to succession planning (i.e. 
policies/procedures for retention, leadership development, strategic or succession plans)? 
Is there anything else you would like to tell me about how succession planning is 
implemented here at the university? 
RQ 2: How do higher education leaders in those universities perceive the process of 
implementing succession planning? 
How do you feel the process of implementing succession planning is going for the 
university? 
What do you perceive is working well in regard to succession planning (i.e. leadership 
development, mentoring, retention, etc.)?  
What do you perceive are barriers to implementation of succession planning in higher 
education? 
How would you recommend overcoming those barriers? 
What kind of impediments have you experienced or witnessed to career advancement in 
higher education? 
What do you feel your institution is doing well in regard to succession planning? 
What do you feel could be improved? 
What would you like to see done in terms of succession planning in your institution? 
Is there anything else that you would like to tell me about barriers or successes with 




RQ 3: What do higher education leaders feel is the value of succession planning? 
What do you feel the value of succession planning is? 
Why do you think that higher education institutions do not generally do succession 
planning? 
Tell me about your experience entering into leadership roles.  
How did mentoring and coaching impact you in your leadership roles? 
How did you decide to enter into a leadership role? 
Is there any else you would like to tell me? 
 
